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    Prologue


    Aloysius shuffled from his cramped office to the basement for his weekly random check on the workers. The fluorescent lights flickered high overhead, illuminating the cinderblock walls. Long tables were laid out in rows in the cavernous space, and thousands of pages were stacked on them like a paper fortress. Ten workers sat at each of the tables, diligently reading every sheet.


    Or at least, they were pretending diligence. Hence his “random” checks.


    Aloysius paused, mid-step, as a strange scent assaulted him.


    The workers were suddenly twice as intent on their task, avoiding his gaze. A twinge of concerned awareness skittered over his spine.


    He clenched his jaw, struggling with his bone-handled cane to hobble more quickly toward the source of the smell. It was strong, drowning the normal scents of old parchment and cold dust with a hot, liquid aroma reminiscent of tin foil and salt.


    He saw the pool of blood first, thick and red, near the end of one of the tables. Then he saw a sensible low-heeled shoe dangling from distended toes. Trailing his gaze up from the foot, he saw the runs in a nylon stocking… the hiked-up skirt…


    What was left of her torso.


    He rubbed his hands over his face, feeling frustration and rage course through his veins.


    “All right, damn it,” he bellowed, his voice echoing against the concrete. “Which one of you ate another temp?”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter One


    Kate O’Hara had no trouble finding her new work assignment. It was a sharp slash of a skyscraper, like a forty-five-story blade stabbed into Lake Merritt’s shore. Even if she’d managed to miss that somehow, the red windows were a dead giveaway.


    The Oakland Tribune had dubbed the new Fiendish Headquarters building “Hell,” both due to the design and the company that built it. Rather than being offended, Fiendish had run with it, hanging a huge poster proclaiming Welcome to Hell! in a cheerful, blood-spattered font over the main entrance. Apparently it made the national news and increased sales by 4 percent.


    Just like a huge corporation, Kate thought. Call them whatever, as long as it boosted sales.


    After going through the irritating and invasive security, Kate finally made it onto the elevator. When the doors opened on the fortieth floor, she braced herself and stepped out.


    It was like she’d gotten lost in a Hugo Boss ad. Everything—the employees, the furniture, the décor—was swathed in the Fiendish signature color scheme of black, white, and red. Everything also looked sophisticated, as sleek as the building itself.


    Kate turned, catching a glimpse of herself in the mirror-polished elevator doors. Her khaki skirt was wrinkled from the train ride; her sage green sweater was probably too casual. Her square glasses were already starting to slip down her nose.


    Well, at least my hair’s red, she thought with an amused shrug. She wondered if there were dress code police.


    “Kate? Kate O’Hara?”


    Kate turned, and her eyes widened as she got a good look at the woman calling her name. Whoever she was, she was moving fast on blood-red “fuck-me” stilettos, as Kate’s best friend Prue would say. The shoes perfectly matched the red miniskirt suit, cut both a bit high on the thigh and low in the chest, and the can’t-miss-it red Louis Vuitton purse. Her fourteen-carat blond hair was lacquered with enough hair spray to withstand a tornado. She had the appearance of a twenty-year-old, until you looked at her eyes, which had that bright, shrewd, sort of bitchy glint to them.


    “Hi, I’m Maggie Stillson, but you can call me Ms. Maggie.” Ms. Maggie’s smile was pageant big as she held out a hand. Kate shook it carefully, trying not to get stabbed by the long red acrylic nails. “Come on then, follow me. Tons to do. I have been crazy busy today, and I thought you’d be here earlier, so I’m running a bit behind!”


    Kate had never heard anyone drawl quickly before. “I’m sorry. I thought my assignment started at nine.”


    “Everybody at Fiendish arrives fifteen minutes early. Mr. Kestrel believes in promptness.”


    Ms. Maggie said “Mr. Kestrel” the same way Kate’s grandmother said “The Pope.”


    Kate was a little breathless by the time they finally stopped wandering through a labyrinth of hallways and corridors and got to their destination. Despite the high, jet-black fabric walls and glossy onyx computers, Kate knew a cube farm when she saw one. This eight-block setup was no exception.


    At least the other people populating the cubes looked more like normal humans instead of escapees from Prada. Curious heads popped out from the side or top of various cubicle walls, staring at her like wary meerkats.


    “Everyone? This is Kate, the newest addition to our happy little team,” Maggie announced.


    No one responded, instead disappearing quickly back into their boxes.


    Maggie waited for a beat, then sighed, turning back to Kate. “Well, I’ve gotta dash. Crazy busy, y’know!”


    “Wait,” Kate said as Maggie turned to quick-strut away. “Uh, what do you need me to do?”


    “Excuse me?” Maggie tilted her head.


    “They weren’t that specific at the temp agency,” Kate said. “I’m not sure what project I should be working on.”


    Maggie stared at her, irritation more in her eyes than in her perfectly smooth face. Kate was wondering absently about the possibility of Botox when Maggie finally spoke. “I’m in the middle of about seven different projects. I don’t have time to handhold every temp, and frankly, I was expecting you to be a little more proactive.” She shot Kate a smile of derision. “You’re a big girl, and I’m sure you’ll pick up how we work around here. Steffi? You can get Kate up to speed, right?”


    “Of course, Ms. Maggie,” a middle-aged brunette woman said.


    “Great. That’s settled. If you need anything, my office is at the end of the hall… the big one at the far end, about three lefts and a right? Well, never mind. ’Byee!”


    “Um, okay,” Kate said, watching as the woman bolted away, her heels clicking like machine-gun fire.


    “Kate, is it?” The woman Maggie had spoken to stepped out from her cubicle, wearing a navy blue suit and a white blouse with a coffee stain by the third button. “Hi, I’m Steffi. I’ve been here for four weeks, so I’ve got seniority. Welcome to Hell.”


    “Is she always like that?” Kate nodded toward Maggie’s retreating figure.


    “Ms. Maggie?” Steffi snorted, her voice dropping to a whisper. “No. Usually she’s worse.”


    “Oh?” Kate murmured.


    Wonderful. Because she was afraid that working for Fiendish wouldn’t. Suck. Enough.


    Steffi shrugged. “Anyway, this is your cube: your password is ‘password’ and your login is ‘temp.’ There’s company e-mail already on it; they do check your Internet viewing logs—but don’t worry, they don’t care about that unless they think you’ll go postal.”


    “So, yes on porn, no on guns?” Kate quipped, then winced.


    Ah, crap. I said that out loud.


    It had been a while since she’d been in a corporate environment. She’d surprised everyone by managing to last for three years at her old position with her uncle’s publishing company, but that job could be hardly be called “corporate.” Unlike at her uncle’s, Fiendish Enterprises didn’t seem like a hippie-haven of off-color jokes, zodiac birthday parties, and “clothing optional” days.


    If she wanted to keep this job, even for just a few weeks, she was going to need to install a filter between her brain and her mouth pretty damned quick.


    Fortunately, Steffi barked out a laugh. “You’ll do fine, kiddo. Keep that sense of humor.”


    “Wait a sec,” Kate said, frowning as Steffi started to retreat to her own cubicle. “Maggie said you were going to tell me what I’ll be working on.”


    “Executive staff has their own set of secretaries and temps who take care of the travel arrangements and meeting schedules and things. We only work for Maggie on her ‘special projects.’ For now, just do what we do.”


    “Which is… what, exactly?”


    “Look busy,” Steffi answered.


    Kate blinked, counting the cubicles. “And she needs a staff of eight to do that?”


    Steffi sighed. “Here’s the thing. Maggie’s got some relationship with the big boss—nobody’s sure what it is.”


    “Ah.”


    Kate thought of Maggie’s skin-tight red suit, the “this-body-for-rent” hooker strut. Yeah, she could imagine what the “relationship” was—and probably what Maggie’s unofficial job description covered.


    “Maggie is supposed to be Mr. Kestrel’s personal assistant, or secretary, or whatever,” Steffi continued, her voice conspiratorially quiet. “But she only takes on jobs that are either easy and make her look good or are hard and convoluted and nobody expects results. If we do a good job, she takes the credit. When the shit hits the fan, she just blames one of us. And sometimes, when she’s bored, she fires someone.”


    “Wow,” Kate murmured. “Sounds…”


    “Crazy busy, without the busy bit,” Steffi agreed. “On the other hand, I once got paid for eight hours of Farmville. I kid you not.” With that, Steffi wandered back to her cube, disappearing behind the black partition.


    “Oh, joy.” Kate had known she would hate working here. She knew it.


    She glanced up and down the hallway. It sounded like one of the temps was playing World of Warcraft; another was having an animated conversation with a wedding planner about centerpieces. Glancing around a corner, she saw yet another one scrolling through Pinterest. Kate ducked into her cubicle, picked up her cell phone, and hit speed dial.


    “Jung at Heart,” a serene voice answered. “Come for the enlightenment, stay for the espresso.”


    “Prue,” Kate said quietly. “I am in hell.”


    Prue started laughing. “They can’t all be cute little publishing companies like Think Up, girl. Besides, you’re just temping, right?”


    “It’s not funny. This is bad.” Kate grimaced, then dropped her voice to an almost inaudible hiss. “The woman who hired me is a beauty queen with a mean streak. To top it off, it’s frickin’ Fiendish. If Enron and Walmart got drunk in Vegas and had an evil corporate love child, Fiendish would be their rebellious teenage son.”


    “When did you start?”


    Kate glanced at her cell phone clock. “Um… about five minutes ago.”


    “Oh, honey,” Prue said, and while there was sympathy, there was also a hint of impatience. “You know what my grandma always says?”


    “Zen Japanese grandma, or Louisiana grandma?”


    “Nan Temper,” Prue clarified. “She says if you don’t try, you can’t bitch.”


    “I like your Zen grandma better. Nan scares the hell out of me.”


    “And that’s just the stuff you know about her,” Prue said. “It sucks that your uncle’s company went under. It really sucks that you’re working in Hell. But you’ve just got to stay positive.”


    “I’m in a scapegoat holding pen, waiting for a screwup to take credit for,” Kate pointed out. “Or just until the boss lady decides to play peasant skeet and fire one of us randomly. Where’s the bright side on that one?”


    “So why’d you take the job, anyway?”


    Kate groaned, leaning back against her Aeron chair. “In this economy? This is the first temp job the agency could get me in the past month. If I don’t get some cash in soon, my cell phone’s going to get shut off.” She bit her lip. “And… well, you know I had to move home.”


    “Ah, shit.” Prue’s voice lost all impatience. “Right. Sorry, chica.”


    “Yeah, so’m I,” Kate said. “It’s going to take a little while to get my reserves back up and move out.” And God, did she need to move out. “You’re right, Prue; I need to stay positive. I mean, I can just suck it up and stick it out here for a month or two. I’ve worked for lawyers. This can’t be worse than that, right?”


    Prue snickered. “Atta girl.”


    “The trick’ll just be making sure I last the six to eight weeks, that’s all.”


    “Well, who knows? Maybe you’ll prove yourself and get promoted,” Prue teased, tongue in cheek. “You’ll make gobs of money, buy your own place. Hire an illegal immigrant to dog-sit your teacup poodle when you go on your yacht around San Francisco.”


    “And somehow still manage to topple the warped bureaucracy of the capitalist pig-dogs from within,” Kate agreed as Prue hooted. “Gotta run, my Berkeley is showing. Hang out tonight?”


    “After my late Tarot client,” Prue agreed. “Give me a call.”


    Kate hung up, then squared her shoulders and stood. She just had to show she was valuable, that’s all. Then she could rack up the paychecks for a few weeks and get the hell out of Hell.


    The question was, how to get through to the scatter-brained “Ms. Maggie” that Kate was worth keeping on?


    Obviously the woman was an opportunist. The key to staying on the job, then, was to give Maggie what she wanted—something to impress Mr. Thomas Kestrel, big chief mucky-muck. Kate could offer to do something that Maggie could then take credit for. Kate grimaced. Her uncle Felix was sort of the same way, until, despite her best efforts, he’d finally driven the company into the ground. So she had some experience with that dynamic.


    Ms. Maggie wanted proactive? All right. I’ll show you proactive.


    After about twenty minutes of wrong turns and several asked directions, Kate finally managed to find Maggie’s office. She knocked, quietly at first, then with a bit more force.


    “What?” Maggie snapped.


    “Um, Maggie?” she said, opening the door. “I mean, Ms. Maggie?”


    Kate paused as she took in the office. It was big and, like everything else she’d seen here, it was luxurious—more like a lawyer’s office, with plenty of leather bound books on the shelves and an exotic flower arrangement on a low credenza. The desk itself, on the other hand, looked like the coffee table at a frat house, with papers and empty to-go containers everywhere. Maggie was apparently enjoying a sizeable breakfast burrito and a huge Frappuccino. She was also staring intently at a cherry red iPhone—Kate suspected between the suit, the expensive-ass purse, and the phone, she must be using red as a signature color. At first, Kate thought Maggie might be texting or checking some news or something. Then, the telltale cry of an Angry Bird emerged.


    Kate waited until Maggie lost the level, muttering to herself, before clearing her throat.


    “What… oh, Kate, right?” Maggie asked, looking irritated as she shut off her phone. “I was just checking messages. Something wrong? Because I’m pretty sure I said come find me only if there’s an emergency.”


    Actually, you didn’t.


    But that didn’t matter. She was thinking positive! Proving she was valuable! Being proactive!


    Not gagging while I do all that!


    “Um, I don’t know if the temp agency sent over my resume,” Kate said.


    “Of course they did.” Maggie said, shutting the power down on her computer screen. “You worked at some little bookstore or something, right?”


    “Publishing company,” Kate corrected. “It was small, though, so I wore a lot of hats. I did some production, some ad trafficking, lots of computer work. I, ah, also did plenty of administrative stuff—special projects, file organization, work-flow systems.”


    Maggie’s look said, And I care, why?


    “I thought… if you had any projects that you wanted extra help with,” Kate said slowly, “difficult projects, or anything you wanted to finish up, I could pitch in.”


    Instead of leaping on the opportunity, Maggie’s eyes narrowed. “Ambitious, aren’t you?”


    “Not really,” Kate said, laughing. She’d been called many things, but ambitious had never made the cut. “Believe me, I’m not bucking to move up the ladder. I just—”


    “No, I see.” Maggie studied her for a moment longer. “What, exactly, do you think you can do well, Kate?”


    Crap. Mistake. Maybe Maggie wasn’t smart enough to realize that Kate was trying to help her out. Or she was too paranoid to want someone competent around her. Or both.


    Still, Kate was in too far to reverse course now. “I’m told I’m a pretty good problem solver. And I work, um, quickly.”


    “Really.” There was speculation in Maggie’s eyes.


    Maggie got up, then motioned for Kate to follow her. She walked Kate down the hall, over to a closed door, which she then opened.


    It was like a very small office—or a very large supply closet. There was a huge stack of file boxes, and a rickety black desk that looked like a bastard stepchild at the Fiendish furniture reunion. Still, there was one of the sleek desktop workstations setup, as well as a scanner, a web cam, and a printer.


    “Mr. Kestrel appointed me with the important task of getting all this highly confidential information from everyone who works in the building,” Maggie said, self-importance and warning threaded through every syllable. “I made sure every single person filled out the questionnaire I created.”


    “Okay,” Kate said, looking at the stacks of papers. What, did she want them alphabetized?


    “Well, now Mr. Kestrel wants a phone directory of all his direct reports. Just the phone numbers, not all the other stuff.” Maggie sniffed. “So do that.”


    Kate walked over to the desk, picked up one of the “questionnaires” that was littered across the surface. “Wait… these are all hand written?”


    “Yes,” Maggie said. “So?”


    So why didn’t you have everyone fill out an electronic form that was searchable? Kate thumbed through the paperwork. There were easily four pages full of everything—salary, social security numbers, passwords, you name it. All stacked haphazardly in boxes in an out-of-the-way, unlocked closet.


    Nice and secure.


    No question: “Ms. Maggie” was an idiot.


    “What if someone has to change something?” Kate asked, appalled.


    “They can fill out a new form,” Maggie said, rolling her eyes. “Honestly, Kate, it’s not that difficult. Some people even filled it out in pencil, so they could erase it if they had to.”


    Kate bit her lip. “All right. I can make up a phone directory.” It shouldn’t take that long, she reasoned.


    “For all these,” Maggie said, gesturing to the boxes.


    Kate swallowed. Okay, strike that. It would take that long. “Um… when do you want it done?”


    Maggie looked at her watch, then smiled, like a cat toying with a half-dead mouse.


    “By the time I get in tomorrow will be fine.” Maggie’s eyes gleamed. “If you’re the whiz you claim to be, that should be more than enough time. And if you’re not… well, I don’t know how well you’re going to work out at Fiendish, dear. We expect a lot.”


    “What, by nine in the morning? Tomorrow?” Kate echoed. Or I’m going to get fired?


    “Eight forty-five,” Maggie corrected. “Guess you’re going to be crazy busy today, too, hmm?”


    …


    Thomas Kestrel had become a millionaire by the time he was eighteen years old, a billionaire by thirty. He was said to be one of the smartest, savviest, street-wise, self-made businessmen to hit the country in a century.


    And here I am, lost in my own office building.


    He scowled as he tried taking another turn. In his defense, he’d only transferred to the new headquarters a day ago; he’d been too busy tying up loose ends in the old building in North Carolina, including its demolition. And the labyrinthine design of the new headquarters, while deliberate and mystic and supposedly full of protective chi or some such, was also a real pain in the ass to figure out.


    He was getting ready to stoop to using his phone’s GPS when he heard the strange noises. There was a ribbon of light spooling out from the bottom of a closed doorway.


    His heart started pounding.


    Who the hell is in my building at this time of night?


    He approached cautiously. Fiendish Headquarters was built specifically to be an impregnable fortress, in more ways than one, but he knew better than to let his guard down.


    “My anaconda don’t want none unless she’s got BUNS, hon…”


    His eyes widened.


    Apparently, whoever was skulking around at one in the morning was a Sir Mix-a-Lot fan.


    He opened the door cautiously, peering inside. The woman he saw was thin, maybe five-six, wearing an ugly gray-green blouse and a shapeless khaki skirt. That alone told him she didn’t work for Fiendish. His employees wore strictly Fiendish Fashion clothing, and he’d know if they sold anything that damned ugly. She had long, ruby red hair pulled up into a haphazard ponytail, with straggling curls escaping.


    She was also “shaking her money maker,” every now and then, shutting a file cabinet drawer with one jaunty hip shimmy.


    “. . .baby got baaaaaaaacccck!” she shrieked, finally catching sight of him.


    He couldn’t help himself. He grinned broadly. She had square framed glasses that were slipping down on a cute nose. She looked like an absent minded librarian, or a vaguely frumpy co-ed. She held up a stapler like she meant business.


    “Um, hi. Just heard somebody singing, thought I’d investigate.” He held out his hand. “I’m Thomas.”


    “Hi. I’m mortified.” Putting down the stapler, she shook his hand, blushing. Then she moved in a whirlwind, popping folders back into place, scribbling on a pad of paper. Within seconds, it seemed, everything was neat as a pin.


    “Big project, huh?”


    She wrinkled her nose, grabbing the paper. “Just helping get the personnel files a bit more… user-friendly.”


    “Maggie ask you to do that?” He vaguely remembered Maggie taking on that task last year, but she’d complained at the sheer volume and complexity of the task, and the fact that she didn’t want to work with the “geeks,” as she called I.T., about automating it. He’d wondered what the big deal was, but a lot of Maggie’s “special projects” seemed to garner the same description.


    The girl smirked at him. She had a great smirk. “Sort of. She asked me to make a phone list, but this will be a little more comprehensive.”


    “Done for the night?”


    She shut down the computer. “I think so. I just need to leave a note for Maggie.”


    “Considering the lateness of the hour, I’d better escort you to her office.” He knew where the elevators were from Maggie’s office… at least, he thought he did. Hopefully this redhead knew the way to the office itself.


    “Good idea.” She shot him a self-deprecating grin. “I mean, there’s no telling what kind of weirdos you might run into at this time of night, right?”


    He chuckled. “So, you have a name?”


    “Kate. Kate O’Hara.” Her smile was warm, sweet. “I’m a temp.”


    “How are you liking it so far?” he asked, as they fell into step together, strolling casually down the hallway.


    “What, working here at Fiendish?” He watched as she kneaded the back of her neck with one hand. “It sucks like a Dyson. But hey, it’s a job, right?”


    He stopped, staring at her for a minute. “You do have a way with words, don’t you?”


    “Oh my God.” She shook her head, rubbing her eyes behind her glasses with her fingers. “I’m sorry. My internal censor clocks out at midnight. Actually, I think it took the day off.”


    “Don’t be sorry. I like it when people are honest with me.” And she probably didn’t realize he was the founder and CEO. That was sort of refreshing. “So what sucks about it?”


    “Other than being stuck here at one o’clock in the morning organizing?” she asked. “I guess I never thought I’d be working at a place like this, you know?”


    His feeling of amusement waned. “What do you mean, a place like this?”


    “Big corporate.” She wrinkled her nose again.


    He struggled not to feel offended… or at least, not to let it show. “Fiendish Enterprises is a multi-billion dollar corporation, true, but it’s really a dozen different smaller companies. Fiendish Fashion. Fiendish Fun. Fiendish Escapes. Fiendish Films…”


    She shrugged, obviously unimpressed.


    Okay. Now he was definitely offended. “So, you’re telling me you have no interest in fashion, or traveling, or entertainment?”


    Kate shot him a quicksilver grin, momentarily stunning him. “Look at me. Do I look like I’m all into haute couture?”


    He glanced at her ugly outfit again, although this time, he took a bit more notice of the woman underneath. There were some curves there, he noticed, buried under the business casual, but it was as if she’d deliberately chosen clothes to hide what she had.


    He was accustomed to women who flaunted their assets and used fashion as a weapon. If anything, Kate seemed to use fashion as a duck blind.


    She’s honest, though.


    “As for the rest, I’ve traveled some, sure, but I crash on people’s couches or stay in hostels. Fiendish Escapes has the whole five-star treatment, doesn’t it? Like, maids and lackeys and Egyptian cotton and Kobe beef and whatever?” When he nodded, she shrugged. “I’m not interested in shelling out the down payment for a house just so I can have a bunch of toadying and overindulgence for an entire week. Frankly, I don’t need all that.”


    “Yes, but Fiendish isn’t about need,” he pointed out. “Sometimes, it’s about desire.”


    She paused for a second, and her green eyes went wide, her cheeks flushing just a little.


    He wasn’t sure why he was needling her so hard, other than that sanctimonious pleasure-deniers tended to get his boxers in a bunch. But there was something about challenging her, watching her expression go surly, that was actually entertaining.


    It occurred to him that, for a man who had made his livelihood on expensive, extreme, and exclusive options for entertainment, he actually, personally, enjoyed precious little of it.


    “So what about fun?” he prompted. “Got something against that, as well?”


    “Sure, I like fun. What’s not to like?” Kate agreed absently, looking up and down the corridor, obviously more intent on finding Maggie’s office than on what she was saying. “But from what I’ve seen, actually working here isn’t fun.”


    Now it was his turn to grimace. “It isn’t?”


    “No. It’s working your ass off to convince other people to drop a wad of cash on stuff they don’t need, so they can momentarily pretend their lives don’t suck as they bust ass to afford the stuff we’re selling… Here we are. Maggie’s office.”


    He crossed his arms as she tried to put a note down on the desk, only to find no clear space. Finally, she sighed and put it on Maggie’s chair.


    “So what you’re saying,” he reiterated as they headed toward the elevators, “is that my job—and everybody else’s job here—is basically pushing expensive, self-indulgent, ultimately hollow crap.”


    She was silent for a second. Then she sighed, and to his surprise, she put a hand on his arm. “I’m sorry. That’s unfair. I’ve had a crappy day, and not a lot of great experiences with big corporate, but I’m firmly against snap judgments. I apologize for that.”


    Her apology, and self-awareness, threw him off.


    “Besides, you obviously love it here,” she said in a low, serious voice, releasing his arm and walking. “I felt that way about the place I used to work, before it went under. I guess… I just miss the way things used to be.”


    I know that feeling, he thought.


    “Besides, one of these days, I really should learn when to shut up.”


    He laughed at her abashed tone. “You’re sort of a neat person, Kate O’Hara. And a very inventive singer.”


    “And you’re probably the coolest billionaire I’ve ever met, Thomas Kestrel,” she said with a little chuckle. “Of course, you may be the only billionaire I’ve ever met, so that kind of narrows the field.”


    “You knew who I was?” The elevator arrived, and he followed her in, torn between feeling amused at her audacity and a little disappointed—was she just playing up the smart-ass act, trying to get his attention?


    “Your picture’s in the lobby,” she pointed out. “We’re not talking Sherlock Holmes here.”


    “So, knowing all that, you still panned my corporation?” he pressed. “To my face?”


    “Apparently.” She was blushing again, like rose petals on milk. Suddenly, he got the strong feeling that she wasn’t acting. She was not only being herself—she was probably clinically incapable of being anything else. “Besides, I don’t mean to make it sound like this is, you know, that bad. It could’ve been worse.”


    He studied her, paused for a beat. “Could’ve been Microsoft, huh?”


    “Don’t even joke.” She shuddered. “Anyway, it’s later than I thought. I missed the last train. Guess I’d better call a cab.”


    He could smell her perfume, if it was perfume. Maybe it was some kind of soap. It smelled sort of flowery, but not in an overpowering way. Like… lemon, he thought, and the white clover he used to stretch out in, back home in North Carolina. He took a deep breath and noticed he was standing a little closer to her than necessary.


    He didn’t move.


    Pulling out his phone, he tapped a text to his limo company. “Listen, I’ll have one of our drivers drop you off, okay? It’s too late for you to catch a cab by yourself.”


    “That’s really nice of you.” She smiled at him, then surprised him further by giving him a gentle punch on the arm. “You’re a good guy, no matter what the papers say. You know that?”


    He felt a surge of warmth, started to take one step closer. Then stopped himself abruptly.


    What the hell am I doing?


    It was one o’clock in the morning, and he was joking with a cute redheaded temp. Noticing her perfume. Smiling at her.


    Don’t you remember why you’re here?


    He closed his eyes. Thinking of the real reason he’d moved to Oakland. Thinking, for a moment, of the real—and deadly serious—purpose of the new Fiendish headquarters.


    And it’s just the beginning.


    “No, Kate,” he said in a low voice, finally taking a deliberate step away from her. “No, I’m really not a good guy.”


    …


    Kate fell asleep in the town car. To her embarrassment, the driver actually had to nudge her awake when he got to her parents’ driveway. She rubbed her eyes, thanking him, then stumbled up the walk, the motion-sensor security lights momentarily blinding her. She fumbled with the lock, opening the door as she yawned.


    There was an audible click. Not the sound of the lock—the sound of a gun hammer being cocked back.


    She froze, immediately awake.


    The light switched on.


    Her father stood there in his ratty boxers and a scruffy plaid flannel bathrobe in shades of faded orange and brown. His moccasins were scuffed and there was a hole developing in the sole, she noticed.


    He was also pointing a gun at her.


    “Damn. And I really wanted to steal that flat screen.”


    “You always such a smart-ass when someone’s got a gun pointed at you?” He scowled at her, de-cocking the service revolver in his hand.


    “I figure if you haven’t shot me by now, my odds are pretty good.” She’d meant for it to come out as a joke. Considering her history of trouble, she realized it would’ve been funnier if it weren’t so true.


    “You break your cell phone?”


    “I didn’t expect to work so late,” she said, hanging up her jacket on one of the pegs by the door and kicking off her pumps. She’d forgotten how uncomfortable heeled shoes were—she was wearing flats tomorrow, definitely. “And I’ve got to get back to it by eight forty five tomorrow, so…”


    “You were at work?”


    The clear doubt in his voice slapped at her. “I really am sorry I didn’t call, Dad.”


    “You know we worry,” he said, and there was just a tinge of judgment to it. She was twenty-nine years old, not thirteen, but come home late, and suddenly it was like junior high all over again.


    This is what happens when you move back in with your parents.


    She straightened. “I got that temp job at Fiendish Enterprises. The lady I’m working for is…”


    A real bitch.


    “Demanding,” she said instead.


    “Do they expect you to come home at two in the morning every night?” he asked. “And who dropped you off? Those headlights were like helicopter floods; they woke me up.”


    “Town car. Company car,” she clarified. “The boss—the big boss—said I shouldn’t grab a cab so late. Little did he know that I’d be putting my life in jeopardy just by walking into my parents’ living room, huh?”


    “Old habits.” Her dad grunted, putting the gun away. “Think you’ll be able to hold onto this job?”


    She stiffened. “I held onto the job at Uncle Felix’s for three years,” she said, not even bothering to keep the resentment out of her voice this time.


    “Felix isn’t exactly demanding,” he threw back.


    “Dad, it’s late, and I’m too tired to have this conversation,” she said, heading for the stairs. “I was at work. I’m doing everything I can to keep this job. Okay?”


    Her father’s hair was thinning, going from a sandy brown to a peppery gray. It was standing straight up—he’d obviously been tugging at it. “Are you getting paid well? At this job of yours?”


    “Decent,” she said.


    “Decent for you,” he asked, “or, like, a normal person wage?”


    She bristled. “They’re definitely the richest company I’ve ever seen, and I’m getting paid a little higher on the scale than usual temps.”


    Her dad sighed. “You know that we were okay with you moving back as long as you got a job,” he rumbled. “But you also knew that it wasn’t going to be permanent.”


    “Trust me, I have no plans on staying permanently,” Kate said before she could stop herself.


    Her father glared a little. “You’re not a kid. And we don’t want to make a habit of bailing you out.”


    “Do you want me to leave?” she asked, keeping her voice neutral, mostly from the numbness she was feeling.


    “No, no,” he said. “But I think that it would be best if you paid rent.”


    Pride had her chest lifting up, her chin jutting out. “I have no problem paying rent.” It would mean that much longer before she could save up to move out, which stung. Still—if she paid rent, maybe she could actually be more like a tenant and less like the fuck-up teenager they seemed to still believe she was. “I’ll write you a check in the morning.”


    “Fine.” He nodded at her. “Good night.”


    She took a deep breath. “I love you,” she said. It wasn’t particularly graceful, but she meant it.


    He sighed, weary. “Love you, too, Katie,” he said, then lumbered off toward the bedroom.


    She went to her own room, turning on the light. It had been her bedroom in junior high and high school. She’d moved out once she got into college, even though Berkeley was only twenty-five minutes away. But the bedroom still had traces of that adolescence. A poster of Lord of the Rings on the wall. Dog-eared paperbacks crammed haphazardly into a white bookshelf. A signed CD from some high school band. Framed pictures of her with her brother, Tim, when he graduated from the police academy.


    She still remembered when the family had moved here after the disaster in Southern California. The way they blamed her for needing to move back up here.


    In too many ways, this place had never really felt like home. Now, fourteen years after she’d moved out the first time, it felt like a time capsule of failure and shame.


    She had to get out. She’d pay rent. She’d take on a second job if she had to.


    And if it meant catering to a psychotic prom queen in one of the lowest rings of corporate hell, then so be it.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Two


    At seven the next morning, Thomas sat at his new desk, in his new office on the top floor. The morning sky was still a pale salmon gray. Outside the floor-to-ceiling windows, he had a view of Oakland’s Lake Merritt and the Bay Bridge beyond, with San Francisco’s skyline in the distance. The office itself was luxuriously appointed—he did, after all, have appearances to maintain. Everything screamed sophistication, money, and an almost sinful decadence.


    He could have been sitting in a cafeteria, for all he cared. His focus was entirely on the old man sitting in the red leather chair across from his desk.


    “When I brought you on board two years ago, Al,” Thomas said, his voice mild despite the anger simmering in his blood. “I frankly thought the process would be a lot further along by now.”


    The little man snorted derisively, the sound dry as old paper. “Talk to your consultant over there. It’s not my fault you didn’t have my home ready on time.”


    Thomas glanced over his shoulder at Yagi, his “consultant.” The guy looked like Yakuza—impeccably dressed in a three-piece pinstripe suit—yet that sense of badass Asian hovered around him.


    Of course, the Yakuza would probably pee their pants if they ever met a guy like Yagi.


    His face was placid, but Thomas had worked with the man long enough to recognize the irritation in his dark eyes.


    They’d both had enough of Al. Too damned bad they still needed him.


    “Building an internationally—and inter-dimensionally—acknowledged sanctuary is no simple feat, as you well know, Aloysius,” Yagi said, in his lightly accented English. “Neither is building a military-grade, and paranormally protected, fortress such as this headquarters. If you didn’t have such powerful enemies in the Underworld, the precautions might not have been necessary.”


    Al frowned, making the mass of wrinkles on his face shift like a Slinky. “Well, pulling soul contracts from Hell’s archives and ‘relocating’ fifty Ammonite demons isn’t exactly a picnic either, Kato.”


    Yagi didn’t respond, but Thomas bristled at the old man’s insolence. “You’re valuable. You’re not irreplaceable.”


    “Aren’t I?” Al’s responding look was smug. “You really want fifty demons on the loose in your pretty new headquarters?”


    Now Yagi took a step forward, his small smile lethal. “I feel confident I could return them to their homes fairly easily.”


    Al tried to stare down Yagi but blanched when Yagi didn’t blink. He shifted his focus back to Thomas, licking his lips nervously. “Yeah, but I’m the only one who can get more demons here if I need to. And they’re the only ones who can look through the contracts and find the signatories you need.”


    Thomas gritted his teeth. “So again… What’s the hold up?”


    “They’re Ammonite demons.”


    Thomas waited. “So?”


    Al rolled his eyes. “Ammonites are the lowest class of demons. They’re not affiliated with the hierarchy. They aren’t subject to any demon lords. That means that they’re rogues, running scared… or useless, and nobody wants ’em. They’re dregs.”


    “So why do we have them?” Thomas snapped.


    “Boy, do you really think you want a demon foot soldier in here? Or a spy?” Al snapped back. “Ammonites are runty and vicious, stupid and weak. But we’re not looking for fighters. We’re looking for…” He searched for a word. “Clerks.”


    “Can they read?” Yagi asked.


    “Enough.” Al shrugged. “Don’t worry about my end, shinobi. They know what to look for.”


    Thomas noticed that Yagi made the barest grimace when Al used the Japanese word—shinobi. It meant covert agent, mercenary.


    Apparently, it also meant ninja.


    Demon wranglers and ninjas. Thomas sighed, covering his eyes for a moment. Ever since he’d started handling his little soul contract predicament, his payroll had gotten weirder and weirder.


    “I need those names, Al,” Thomas repeated, feeling weary.


    “Don’t sweat it. The demons will get ’em.”


    “You don’t understand,” Thomas emphasized, his voice cold and hard as an Arctic ice floe. “I need them now.”


    Al huffed, but there was a little flicker of fear in his dust-gray eyes. “Like I said, they’re stupid. Lazy, too. They’re going as fast as they can.”


    “You’d better hope not.” Thomas rested his hands on the desk surface. “You’ve got one month.”


    Al looked startled. Then his expression turned crafty. “One month, or what? We’ve got a contract. You promised me a place to live in the Havens—and sanctuary—for as long as I’m working for you. And it’s not like there’s any other way you can find the names.”


    “One month, Al.” Thomas’s voice was quiet, and the mildness of his tone only underlined the deathly seriousness of his statement. “Or, not only will I kick you out of the Havens… I’ll make sure all your old employers know exactly where you are—and what you’ve been up to.”


    Al turned white, then purple. He scrambled to his feet, hanging onto his cane like a life preserver. “You c-can’t—” he spluttered.


    “Don’t fuck with me.” Thomas nodded at the door. “Just get the names.”


    With one last murderous glance, Al turned and hobbled out of the room.


    When the door closed, Yagi sighed. “We can’t trust him. You know that.”


    “You’re the one who hired him.” Thomas walked to his credenza and poured himself a cup of coffee. “I don’t have a lot of options, Yagi. I’m down to one year. Just one damned year to find all these guys and take care of them.”


    Yagi was silent for a moment. “Do you think you’re ready?”


    Thomas took a big sip of the coffee, scalding the roof of his mouth. Caffeine, he thought gratefully. “You’ve been training me for five years. You tell me.”


    “You’re ready physically,” Yagi admitted. “Considering you don’t have the powers most signatory bargain for, your reflexes and abilities are fairly impressive. But mentally… emotionally…”


    Thomas frowned. “What are you saying?”


    “You’re going to need to kill twelve people. Thirteen, including Cyril.” Yagi’s face was stern. “And more than that, you’re going to have to bend rules, break laws. You’ll need to do things you find repugnant, with people you find repulsive. If you aren’t willing to do that, you won’t be free. But once you take this path, you can’t go back. So I repeat: are you ready?”


    Thomas closed his eyes for a second. He pictured Elizabeth, the first time he’d met her, smiling quietly behind her desk, looking like Grace Kelly. Then later in their relationship, hanging on his arm, dazzling paparazzi in a stunning white dress.


    Then much later, writhing in agony in a hospital bed.


    Finally lying still, in a pool of blood.


    He grimaced, then forced himself to drink the rest of the coffee, putting the cup down before his hands shook.


    This wasn’t about getting free.


    This was about revenge.


    “I’m ready,” Thomas said, and his voice rasped slightly. “I will do whatever it takes to kill Cyril Roman.”


    Yagi nodded, a small smile of triumph hovering around his lips.


    “To start with,” Thomas added, turning back to his desk, “I think I may have figured out a way around Al.”


    …


    Kate walked into Fiendish at eight forty-five on the dot, feeling only a little draggy. To try and counter the slump, she’d indulged in a Venti pumpkin spice latte before she walked into Maggie’s office.


    “Good morning, Mag— I mean, Ms. Maggie. Did you get a chance to go over my notes?”


    Maggie didn’t even look up from her breakfast—an egg, bacon, and cheese laden bagel thing almost as big as her head—or her iPhone, from which the sounds of dying video game pigs wailed. How the woman remained that stick thin was a bit of a mystery, Kate thought with envy. Maggie finally swallowed, then registered Kate’s presence.


    “What are you doing here?”


    Kate figured she was kidding, but Maggie’s cool stare obviously wasn’t a joke. “I finished the personnel files you requested,” Kate said.


    “You didn’t do what I asked.”


    Kate froze. “Excuse me?”


    “I asked for a phone directory,” Maggie said with slow, condescending exaggeration. “And I don’t see anything on my desk that looks like a phone directory. So I’m a little surprised that you have the nerve to show up here at all.”


    With all the crap on your desk, how would you know?


    Kate gritted her teeth. “It’s electronic,” she returned in the same slow, insulting cadence. “It’s completely searchable—a true personnel database. If you’re going through annual reviews and need to assign raises, you’ll have everyone’s pay rate. If you need to get a password, it’ll be right there. Everything that’s on the questionnaire is included, so you can change one thing without filling in or crossing out anything.” She paused. “And you could print off a phone list.”


    “Yes, but is it what I asked you to do?” Maggie stood up, brushing crumbs off her skin-tight black suit. “I’m afraid I don’t tolerate incompetence.”


    “Incompetence?” Kate bristled, half in shock, half in fury.


    “Maggie?” Thomas stuck his head into the doorway, frowning. “Listen, I need one of the guys from I.T…. Oh. It’s you.” He shot Kate a small, surprised smile. “We meet again.”


    Kate blinked, some of her anger ebbing. Whatever else they might say about the guy, there was no question why Thomas Kestrel routinely led the Most Eligible Bachelor category in so many magazines. She didn’t have a thing for cowboys, but the combination of his drawl and his bright, intense blue eyes caused her stomach to do little flip-flops. She hadn’t had a reaction like this to any guy since she’d crushed hard on Matt Waller in junior high.


    Probably not the smartest reaction to have to a super-private billionaire playboy type who regularly dated supermodels and rock stars and such. But not exactly surprising, either, she consoled herself.


    “Hey, stranger. Staying out of trouble?” she said, then grinned when Maggie’s jaw dropped at the greeting.


    “Actually, I was going to scout out some fine a capella talent.” He winked. “If you were up for it, I thought I’d request some Celine Dion. Or maybe Ludacris. You seem versatile.”


    “Not much to sing about,” Kate said. “I’m getting fired.”


    “What?” Now he stepped fully into Maggie’s office. “Why?”


    “She mentioned you wanted a phone list of your direct reports in the main building—”


    “And she didn’t give it to me,” Maggie interrupted, quickly crossing the room and going to Thomas’s side. “Really, Thomas, this is nothing you need to concern yourself with. I’d already warned her—”


    “I created a database,” Kate interrupted right back, earning a blistering glare from Maggie. “I can print off a phone directory in about five minutes—or pull any information on an employee that you might need. It’s on a secured drive, and I’ve got a password for it. Which I put in my note, explaining all this,” she added, staring at Maggie pointedly.


    “She just up and decided what she wanted to do, instead of what I told her t-to do!” Maggie spluttered, her Southern accent more pronounced.


    Thomas was surveying Kate curiously. “That’s good work,” he said, his tone thoughtful. “God knows it’ll be useful when pay raises come up or if there’s an emergency.”


    Maggie choked but quickly got a hold of herself. “You don’t understand. I don’t think we want temps simply going off on their own,” she said with emphasis. “Doing whatever they want. Considering what we do, what we are… I simply don’t think that she fits in here!”


    “Funny, neither does she,” he murmured, and Kate felt her cheeks heat in embarrassment. “Still, as long as she’s willing to compromise and work with an evil empire like Fiendish, I get the feeling she might be an asset to the company.”


    “But Thomas…” For a second, Maggie dropped the pouty-cute-blonde act, and a flash of pure fury crossed her face.


    Kate abruptly remembered what Steffi had mentioned—something about Maggie’s relationship with Thomas. She felt uncomfortable, glancing at him. Why in the world would he be involved with this raging bitch?


    Of course, considering Maggie’s body, she imagined the answer was probably self-evident.


    His glance was stern, unbending as steel. “Mags—keep her on.”


    That shut Maggie up like a coffin. Kate forced herself to hide her grin.


    “Can I see this database?” he asked, glancing at Kate. “Maggie, can we use your computer?”


    Kate glanced at Maggie, who gestured to her monitor. When Kate turned it on, a blog about hot bachelors came up. A picture of Thomas with no shirt on took up the whole screen.


    “Oh, my,” Kate breathed.


    Maggie’s face turned an unattractive flame red, and she moved to her computer in a blink, shutting down the browser. Thomas’s expression remained blank as he moved to hover by Kate’s side.


    Kate swallowed hard, then opened up the database file, trying desperately not to superimpose the image of hello-hot-shirtless-guy on the man who glanced over her shoulder as she quickly pulled the names of I.T. employees in the building.


    “Perfect. Print that out for me, will you?”


    “Sure,” she said, turning as she did.


    He was maybe a few inches from her face. She swallowed again, as if that would help the sudden dryness in her mouth.


    Damn, he’s good looking.


    Thomas locked gazes with her, and for a second, her breath caught. She forced herself to shift focus back to the black-and-white boring data on the monitor.


    “This is good work,” Thomas repeated, stepping toward the printer and retrieving the names. “Mags, maybe we should turn her loose on something a bit more challenging and see how she works out. Okay?”


    Maggie nodded, trying to look both serious and like she didn’t just plaster a cheesecake shot of Thomas all over her computer. Which made Kate wonder if the rumors were true. If Maggie were sleeping with Thomas, why would she need the photo, right?


    Or maybe that was wishful thinking.


    “Good. Thanks.” He nodded to Kate, then Maggie, and left the office.


    Maggie waited until his footsteps disappeared down the hallway, then turned on Kate, her eyes blazing. “How does he know you?”


    Kate fought not to grin. “I was working late. He was leaving, saw the light, heard me singing. He stopped by.”


    “Well. Well.” Maggie held her coffee cup in a stranglehold, so tight the plastic lid popped off like a jack-in-the-box. “Damn it!”


    Guess I’m not getting fired, Kate thought with a little burst of glee.


    She might not like working for big corporate, but damned if she was going to get canned by a petty, stupid, Angry Bird fiend with the metabolism of a hamster on crack.


    Then, like a switch turning off, Maggie’s look of undisguised hatred smoothed back into an approximation of her usual smug, cat-like smile.


    “So, he wants me to turn you loose on something more challenging,” Maggie drawled with a poisonous sweetness. “What sort of a challenge can I find for you?”


    Kate knew automatically what the new gleam in Maggie’s eyes meant. Kate had gotten the job, all right—and now, her jealous and paranoid manager was going to go out of her way to make Kate’s life a living hell.


    Wonderful, Kate thought. Just fan-fucking-tastic.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Three


    It took a whole day for Maggie to figure out what Kate’s new assignment would be. Now, it seemed to take forever to get to basement level fifteen, the second lowest in the whole huge building and Kate’s new home for the next few weeks. Riding in the elevator reminded her of the one time she’d taken a trip with her family to the Carlsbad Caverns. There was the same feeling of pressure with hints of claustrophobia.


    When the doors opened, there was an absolutely huge room, dark and dismal, like a big prison common area. Everything was a stark gray. There were tables, she noted immediately, and then gaped at the stacks upon stacks of papers. Papers frickin’ everywhere.


    “So this is Contracts,” she muttered, already mentally cursing Maggie.


    Her spoken words drew attention. Once she looked past the papers, she saw men sitting on metal folding chairs, going through the documents. The men all looked similar… some ethnicity she couldn’t quite place. Slavic? Russian, maybe? Some Hispanic mix? Hell, all of the above? In the Bay Area, anything was possible.


    They also all looked like mixed martial arts fighters—huge, with no necks and bulging biceps.


    “Lookie what we have here,” a guttural voiced man said, getting to his feet as his chair legs scraped loudly on the floor. “Fresh meat.”


    Slowly, all the men stood up, staring at her with hunger and violence in their eyes.


    Kate swallowed hard.


    Oh, crap.


    “Hello, pretty,” one bull-necked guy said, walking up to her with an icky “serial killer special” smile on his face. He also had a fresh cut on his cheek, like a knife wound or something, which only added to his creepy factor. “Don’t you look good enough to eat?”


    Kate reached into her purse, finding the pepper spray in one second flat. She was a cop’s daughter and an Oakland detective’s sister, damn it. She wasn’t going to let a few thugs spook her.


    Especially not paper-pushing thugs.


    “Seriously? Really? Are you kidding me with this Deliverance bullshit?” She glared at the men approaching, focusing on the one talking to her. “Back off, pal. I’m here to work.”


    The guy laughed. “Work?” he echoed, looking her up and down unpleasantly. “On what?”


    “Contracts,” she said shortly. I assume. In her usual passive-aggressive and completely disorganized way, Maggie had sent her down here blind.


    “They’re a huge mess, completely unproductive,” Maggie had said, her voice dripping sarcasm. “Just the sort of thing a super secretary like you ought to be able to straighten out in a heartbeat, hmm?”


    The guy was still staring at her, but some of the other workers were muttering amongst themselves. Finally one guy who must have been seven feet tall stepped forward. He was wiry thin, not brawny like the others.


    “We’re already being punished for the last one,” the thin man said to the guy she was now mentally calling Dexter—the guy with the cut face. “We cannot anger the Overseer further. We have enough problems right now.”


    Dexter snarled out something in a really weird language—something between German and a hairball.


    Thin Guy ignored it. “Come on,” he said to Kate, standing between her and Dexter. “You can sit by me.”


    “Dickless bastard,” Dexter snapped. Thin Guy kept walking, and Kate scurried quickly alongside.


    “Don’t mind him,” Thin Guy assured her. “Never be alone with him, but don’t worry. I won’t let him hurt you.”


    “Thanks,” Kate said, and meant it. Just because she had the pepper spray didn’t mean she thought she was a badass. She wondered if the Dexter guy had some kind of complaints lodged against him. Then she turned to her protector. “I’m Kate. What’s your name?”


    “Ah…” He quickly said something that seemed to be mostly consonants, with a little gag at the end. She blinked.


    “Okay. No offense, but I’m going to call you Slim, because there is no way I can pronounce that,” she said, apologetic. When he nodded affably, she pushed forward. “So. How do I get started? What are you guys doing here?”


    “I don’t know how you get started.” The tall guy looked at her curiously. “I’m surprised that you are on this level at all. Do you know what these are?”


    “Um… contracts?” Hence the name?


    He didn’t even crack a grin. “Can you read this?”


    He handed her one of the documents in the stack. It was surprisingly thick parchment paper, with the words seemingly burned onto it. And the writing itself was odd, like a cross between the angular runic symbols she’d seen at Prue’s bookstore, and the bubbly cursive that she’d seen in the Lord of the Rings movies.


    “No. What language is that?”


    He looked uncomfortable. “Not a language exactly.”


    She frowned, studying it more closely. “This is like a cipher or something, huh? Some kind of code?”


    She felt a little tingle of excitement. She’d heard that Fiendish was super-secretive. The newspaper articles had suggested it was something sinister, but she’d assumed it was the usual tabloid bullshit. This would suggest otherwise.


    “That’s it,” Thin Guy said, and he sounded relieved. “A secret, ah, code.”


    “So, what do we need to do?” Even if it was nefarious, she reasoned, if she couldn’t make sense of it, she couldn’t really feel responsible for it, right?


    She shifted uncomfortably in the already uncomfortable metal folding chair. She really, really hoped it wasn’t something terrible—like labor negotiations to hire orphans for a nickel a day or something.


    You need the job, Kate.


    She felt a little nauseous.


    “Since you do not read this, I am not sure how you can help,” he admitted. “We are… looking. For a specific word, on a specific kind of document.”


    “Um, okay.” She frowned, doing a quick headcount. “And there are, what, forty of you?”


    “Fifty.”


    “Okay.” Her brain started whirring, juggling options like Tetris blocks, trying to get a handle on a system for the work. Her uncle used to make fun of her when she got into this mode—but then, the only system he’d ever practiced was one he’d used to bet on horses. “There are like a million pages here. Are they at least in some kind of order?”


    He shrugged. “Not that we know of.”


    “And where are the ones that are already processed?” she asked, looking around. The whole place was one big, hot mess of paperwork.


    He shrugged again.


    “Jeez Louise,” she muttered. “This sounds like Maggie all over. You guys are going to be at this forever at this rate. Probably reviewing some of the same documents more than once.”


    He sighed, a little, gentle smile on his face. “The work itself is not so bad, really.”


    “Stuck in this sunless hole?” she said. “It’s like an icebox in here!”


    “Trust me. We prefer it that way.”


    “So, I guess I should check in with this Overseer guy,” she said. “He’s your boss, right?”


    That smacked the smile right off Slim’s face. “It… might be better if you don’t see him,” Slim said slowly. “He does not particularly like your kind.”


    “What? Temps?” She frowned. What an asshole. “You guys are contract workers, aren’t you?”


    Slim nodded. “But he has quite a bit more authority over us,” he said. “And he is like us… He comes from where we are from. The Overseer wants us to find the documents, and we are behind schedule. He can be rather demanding.”


    “Lotta that going around,” she said, grimacing. “What, does he yell at you?”


    “Among other things,” Slim muttered darkly. “We work until we drop.”


    Kate’s frown intensified. “How about I take you to lunch,” she suggested, “and you can fill me in on how everything works down here.”


    “Lunch?” Slim’s eyes widened. “We’re not allowed meal breaks.”


    She stared at him for a long moment, not comprehending. “Are you telling me they’re not letting you eat?”


    “It is not so bad, really,” he repeated, glancing nervously over his shoulder.


    “Are you kidding me?” Appalled did not even begin to cover it. She dug into her purse. “When was the last time you ate? Or drank?”


    He looked nonplussed. “Truly. It’s not—”


    “Here.” She pulled out a package. “Sorry. Sometimes I need a sugar rush, and it’s all I have…”


    He stared at it for a long moment. Then he looked over his shoulder and tore the package open with shaking hands. He stuffed one cake into his mouth. Then his eyes widened dramatically, and he looked at her in surprise.


    “What? You’ve never had a Ho Ho before?”


    He shook his head. Then, like a five year old, he smiled broadly.


    “I can’t believe your supervisor is letting this happen,” she said, huffing. “Or that the higher-ups are okay with it. Can you imagine what a union would say? I should just—”


    “No!” Slim’s look of panic and alarm cut through her self-righteous anger. “Please. Tell no one what’s going on down here.”


    “Sure, okay,” Kate reassured him. It’s not my business, she reminded herself. How many years was it going to be before she learned to keep her nose out of other people’s problems? “Um… Why don’t you show me what it is you’re looking for, and I’ll see if I can help.”


    He nodded, then took a bite of the other Ho Ho blissfully. When he was done, he rummaged around for a blank piece of paper and a pen, then drew a funny symbol.


    “That,” he said, when he’d swallowed. “That’s what we’re looking for.”


    “All right,” Kate said. “I’ll find one.”


    He smiled again, this time more indulgently. “Even if you can read the writing, this symbol is difficult to find.”


    She buckled down to it, flipping through the first contracts. The fact that the words all looked similar was a big part of the problem. The really weird thing, though, was every now and then she’d come across a signature in English, sometimes with a thumbprint in dark brown ink.


    After a few hours, her eyes were crossing, and she was feeling even more cranky and violent than usual on a corporate temp job.


    “This is ridiculous, Slim. You know that.” She rubbed at her eyes with the heels of her palms. “There’s got to be an easier way.”


    He shrugged, still blissed out from the Ho Hos. “We do what we’re told.”


    She shook her head. “What if you don’t find any of them?”


    “We will find them.”


    “But if it takes too long…”


    He looked worried as her sentence trailed off. “Many of these others don’t understand,” he said in a whisper, nodding at the rest of the men bent over the papers. “They think it couldn’t possibly be worse here than it was, back where we were,” he prevaricated. “But I know the Overseer. I know what he is capable of. He told us his job is at stake—that it will depend on our performance. And I think we’d better find at least one name soon, or it will…”


    He paused, that look of panic and fear back on his face.


    “. . . be very bad,” he finished softly.


    This “Overseer” guy sounded like more than just a micromanager. He sounded like a prime, brutal, abusive asshole.


    “You know, I’ve met Thomas Kestrel a couple of times…” Kate said.


    “No!” Slim said, then quickly dropped his voice lower when others looked at them. “No. It would only make things worse.”


    Kate sighed. She wasn’t going to go narc on this Overseer guy—she didn’t know him, and obviously the guys were scared stiff. That said, she could help them find the names. She might not exactly be a caped crusader, but she knew paperwork, and she knew systems.


    Besides, Maggie had just told her to come down here and “fix” stuff. She hadn’t really limited how that stuff was supposed to get fixed.


    Kate smiled. More than just paperwork and systems, she knew people.


    And one in particular, she thought with a grimace, would probably be just what the situation called for… as long as he kept his hands to himself.


    …


    “Well, that was an utter failure,” Thomas said with a long sigh.


    It was five o’clock when Thomas was able to check in on his little “circumvent Al” experiment. The twelfth floor of Fiendish Headquarters was full of empty offices and conference rooms—and a prison, not that anybody needed to know that.


    The I.T. guy he’d recruited was at the desk in one of those unused offices. His name was Pablo Escrima, and he was now passed out, unconscious, face down on the keyboard. The scanner next to him hummed almost sinisterly.


    “How long did he last?” Thomas asked Yagi.


    The ordinarily composed Yagi wiped at his sweat-beaded forehead with a handkerchief. “Six hours,” he said, putting his suit jacket back on.


    “Six hours,” Thomas echoed. “And he got through how many documents?”


    “About a hundred.” Yagi poked at the prone man. “He started showing irritability at two hours, psychosis at four. Any longer than six, he’d be dead.”


    “We should’ve stopped at four,” Thomas ground out. If he hadn’t been in meetings, he’d have seen it and stopped it earlier. He might have signed his soul to the Devil’s team, but that didn’t mean he had to keep earning bonus cruelty points.


    Yagi shrugged. “He’s young; he’ll survive. And he won’t remember a thing.”


    “I really wanted this to work. We’re cutting it too close,” Thomas answered. “We’ve got thousands of these documents, Yagi. For the demons to skim through each page, even with fifty of them… It’s taking too long.”


    “Al,” Yagi replied. “He’s the bottleneck. As long as he’s in control of them, he’s got job security—and a fifty-year guarantee of a sanctuary from those who would do worse than kill him. He’ll give you just enough to keep you from kicking him out, but he’s not going to allow you the chance to cut him loose too early.”


    “He’s that convinced I’m going to screw him over once the names are found?” Thomas asked, shaking his head. “I’ll just sign a contract saying he can stay in the Havens indefinitely, if that’s the case.”


    “No,” Yagi said quickly. “You don’t want to give him that kind of power, that kind of protection. You can’t be linked to him. You’re trying to extricate yourself from a bad situation, not saddle yourself with a worse one.”


    Thomas leaned against the desk. “Al looks like a really old peanut of a man. All he’s asking for is sanctuary from the guys he’s screwed over—guys like Cyril, I imagine. What do you know that I don’t about this guy?”


    Yagi pulled his lips into a tight line. “He’s a demon. Rogue, like his workers, but more powerful because he’s able to create his own construct here.”


    “What?” Thomas turned. “You told me he was a consultant. One you trusted.”


    “I didn’t say I trusted him. I said he could get us what we needed. And he has. But I would never say to trust him.”


    Thomas ran his fingers through his hair, rubbing his scalp distractedly. This was bad. This was really, really bad. “If he’s so dangerous, why is he so afraid?”


    “Because he shifted himself here, he’s very frail—he couldn’t construct a warrior body, as most people who conjure up demon forms do. That’s why he looks like a peanut. If he shifts out or tries to rebuild the construct, he’ll be immediately returned to Hell.”


    Thomas frowned, feeling a headache brewing as he tried to remember all the metaphysical mumbo-jumbo he’d studied up on. “If he’s powerful, why isn’t he a demon lord himself?”


    “I’m guessing he’s working on that,” Yagi said grimly. “If he goes back to Hell, he’ll be hunted by every demon lord who wants him on his team. The fact that Al has made it rogue for this long says he’s very smart. The fact that he’s here at all says he’s powerful. Don’t ever underestimate him. And don’t promise him indefinite sanctuary. Unless, of course, you’re comfortable with a prospective demon lord using your condos as home base for his power-building.”


    “Wonderful,” Thomas said, grim himself. “And he was our best option.”


    “The scanner idea could still work, however,” Yagi mused.


    “Oh? How?”


    “Use disposable people,” Yagi said contemplatively. “People that no one would miss. They will inevitably die from the attempts at possession and the insanity that constant contact with full demon script would cause. But we could move through them fairly quickly.”


    “No,” Thomas said. “What the hell is a ‘disposable person,’ anyway?”


    “Don’t play dumb,” Yagi chided. “It’s not ideal, by any stretch, but we need to be practical. You’ve hired me to regain your soul, and we’ve got one year.”


    “There’s another way. We just haven’t looked for it yet.”


    Yagi tapped his lower lip with his fingertips. “Your workers wouldn’t get possessed if their souls were signed…”


    “No,” Thomas snarled, then forced himself to back down from his knee-jerk revulsion. “I’m not signing anybody.”


    “It’d be temporary,” Yagi said, his deceptively calm voice at odds with the brightness of his eyes. “Once your soul reverts, so would the souls of anyone you had signed. It would be—”


    “I said no.” Thomas grimaced. “You set me up with that ‘disposable people’ crack, didn’t you? Trying to sell me on signing a team?”


    Yagi didn’t try to deny it. “If you had a pool of souls to draw from, you’d be stronger,” he said bluntly.


    “Yeah, and so would the guy who signed me, remember?”


    “He’s strong already. A few more souls will be negligible to him,” Yagi pointed out. “But it could be a game-changer for you.”


    “Not a chance.” Thomas gritted his teeth.


    I don’t care about risking myself. But I’m not dragging anybody else into this. I’m not worrying about anyone else.


    Yagi finally backed down, looking disappointed, if not surprised.


    “I warned you—hard decisions are coming. This may be one of them.”


    “Just clean him up,” Thomas said, staring at Pablo Escrima’s unconscious form. Then Thomas’s cell phone rang. He checked the screen, noticing it was one of the Fiendish vice presidents. “Yagi?”


    Yagi paused, one eyebrow quirked.


    Thomas took a deep breath. “I’ll think about it,” he said, then answered his phone. “Joel. What can I do for you?”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Four


    That evening, Kate answered her cell phone as she carefully navigated Alameda’s surface streets. Driving wasn’t her strong suit, so she considered ignoring the call, especially since she couldn’t manage driving and checking the cell phone screen to see who it was. Still, she thought it might be her brother, asking where his truck was, so she figured she’d answer it via her Bluetooth. Better to beg forgiveness than ask permission, she reasoned—he did store the thing at her parents’ house, after all, and she wasn’t taking the bus to this particular destination. “Hello?”


    “You’re going where?” Prue yelped.


    Kate gripped the steering wheel tighter as Prue’s voice shrieked through the cell phone headset she rarely used—for just this reason.


    “It’s a work thing,” Kate hedged.


    She’d texted Prue that she was going to be late, and when Prue had asked the reason… Well, obviously Kate should have lied. Too late now.


    “And I’ll be by right after, I swear. This shouldn’t take long at all.” Kate paused. “Actually, I’ll be by right after I hit Costco.” She needed to pick up some Ho Hos, she realized. And some bottled water, and some energy bars. If the guys weren’t getting lunch or breaks, she wanted to make sure they were at least getting some kind of food.


    God, you’re such a den mother.


    “Tell me you’re not going to hang out with that skeevy, nasty little douchetard.”


    “Didn’t I just say it was for work?” Kate sighed, pulling up to the dilapidated Victorian in a seedier part of Alameda. “Listen, I’m here, and I don’t want to leave my brother’s truck in this neighborhood for too long after dark. He’ll kill me if I get it stolen. Let me just cut a deal with Tad, and then I’ll be right over.” She bit her lip. “I really, really need to talk to you.”


    “I’m at Thalossa,” Prue grumped. Then she paused. “You okay? You sound more stressed than usual.”


    Kate thought of Slim and the guys slaving away in the basement. They hadn’t left for the day. They’d just kept on working.


    Thomas couldn’t possibly know about that. He’d seemed so warm, such a down-to-earth guy for someone so rich and lofty. He had a nice smile, too, and he joked with her and listened to her, even when she’d insulted his company right to his face. A guy that mellow couldn’t be oppressing workers’ rights in his own basement.


    Could he?


    “I’m still figuring stuff out,” Kate said as she squeezed the truck into a parking space on the street between a hooptie tri-colored Ford sedan and a pimped out low-rider, “but I’ll tell you what I know. I’ll be at your apartment as soon as I can.”


    “Just one question—does the douchetard still live with his mama?”


    “See you at Thalossa, Prue.” Kate clicked off, then walked up the broken concrete path to the front door. It was September, and the air was definitely getting chilly.


    Tad “Tadpole” Stimes was one of the best computer guys she’d ever met. Considering her dating experience when she went to Berkeley, that was saying something. Prue had often joked Kate attracted more nerds than Comic Con.


    Kate and Tad had been lab partners in high school. For whatever reason, she’d taken pity on him, agreeing to go to Winter Formal, and since then, he’d kept the flame of unrequited crushdom burning undiminished. She’d seen him occasionally around the East Bay, and she’d let him friend her on Facebook, but she’d also made it quite clear that there was nothing between them. She wasn’t sure if he’d actually absorbed any of those signals, however, so most of the time she simply did her best to avoid him.


    Still, when it came to programming, there was no one better. And right now, she needed the best in a hurry.


    She knocked on the door, and Tad’s mother Meredith answered. “Oh, Katie! It’s lovely to see you.”


    “Hi, Mrs. Stimes.” She put her hands in her pockets, feeling eighteen again in the worst possible way.


    “It’s been a few years,” Mrs. Stimes said with reproach.


    “Um, yes.” The house still smelled like wet dog. Kate petted the three shelties that were currently trying to herd her toward the couch.


    “Well, I’m glad you’re going to see Tad. I keep telling him he needs to get out more, but he doesn’t listen to me.”


    Kate shifted her weight uncomfortably from one foot to the other. “I just wanted his help with a work problem.”


    “Sure. Work.” Mrs. Stimes sounded knowing, and Kate shuddered. “Well, go on down. You know the way.”


    Okay, yuck. The woman was doing everything but the “wink-wink-nudge-nudge” routine. Kate fled through the open door to the basement.


    Tad had painted the walls black, and the violet glow of a black light illuminated everything. There were Star Wars models hanging from the ceiling with fishing wire, their phosphorescent paint like beacons. Something techno and depressing was playing.


    “Really?” she murmured to herself. “You’re going to be that guy, Tadpole?”


    “Hey, sexxxxxx-ay.”


    She yelped. He’d emerged from the darkness behind her. He still looked the same, she thought… skinny, with stringy unwashed hair and a T-shirt that was almost more holes than cotton. She wondered how long he’d been wearing it; he had doused himself with cologne, so it was hard to tell. His smile was wide and lascivious.


    “Hi Tad,” she said, backing away before he could touch her. He kept moving in, and she had to maneuver a chair between the two of them to prevent him from making contact. “You got my message?”


    “I sure did.” Same smile as his mom. Which was doubly creepy, now that she thought about it.


    Focus, she chided herself. “So, do you think you can help me with the computer program?”


    “Text image recognition? Child’s play,” he said, his thin, pointy nose sticking up with derision. “You might give me a challenge next time. What’s the language? English? Chinese? Farsi?”


    “It’s not a language, exactly. It’s some kind of code,” she said, and noticed his ears prick up as he leaned forward with interest. She handed him the slip of paper with the character Slim had drawn for her. “This is what they’re looking for, on a bunch of pages that have variations that look sort of like this contract. I need a program that can pick this out of a bunch of other stuff in this same code.”


    “It looks vaguely familiar,” Tad said, and she fought not to roll her eyes. He hated admitting he didn’t know something, so of course it looked familiar. “But even if it wasn’t a word at all, I could come up with something that would pick out this graphic. No problem.”


    “How long’s it going to take?” she asked.


    “Few days.”


    She stood straighter, taking a deep breath… then choked on the cloying scent of Axe body spray layered over dirty laundry.


    “Um, how much?” she coughed. “I know your time is valuable, and I’m willing to pay you for it.”


    He smiled. “Well, now…”


    “Not that kind of party, pal,” she said firmly. “I’m subcontracting, not whoring.”


    “Come on, we’re friends, not associates,” he wheedled. “How about dinner as payment?”


    “Um, okay,” she said. “I’ll get you a gift certificate to any restaurant in the city.”


    His look of hurt stabbed at her as he stepped in closer. Of course, she’d feel guiltier if he didn’t then inappropriately stroke her arm. “I’d like to take you to dinner, Kate. I think that it’s the least you could do, right?”


    Oh, God.


    He smiled. She could smell his breath—Cheetos and old pizza. His eyes gleamed.


    A date? She bet he’d go for a boob fondle, in public or not, or maybe a really awful ass grab. Did she really want this program that badly?


    She closed her eyes, picturing Slim’s sad, drawn face. She remembered his words: They don’t know how bad the Overseer can be. But I do.


    “If I get the program in twenty four hours,” she heard herself say, and shuddered. “Then I’ll go to dinner with you.”


    His eyes gleamed, and he licked his lips. Reading the signs, she dodged nanoseconds before he could reach in and hug her. His hands brushed over her ass and she shoved him back.


    “And, if on this date, you go for second or even first base,” she pointed out, “I’ll pepper spray you.”


    …


    “You know,” Thomas said, rubbing the back of his neck, “I’ve brokered multi-billion dollar deals, and I’m still trying to juggle the needs of about fifteen different companies—which would be a lot easier if I didn’t have to deal with demon wrangling, contract hunting, and all this metaphysical, paranormal… crap.”


    “Don’t worry. You’ll be able to continue dominating the financial world soon enough,” Yagi said sagely. Of course, it was easy for him—he was a sage of some sort, as well as a ninja. “Once all this is over.”


    “Once all this is over,” Thomas repeated.


    Once Cyril is dead.


    They had arrived at the door of Thomas’s condominium complex “sanctuary” he’d built, the Havens, just off Jack London square. As he did at Fiendish headquarters, Thomas occupied the entire top floor. It was easier that way and, according to Yagi, safer.


    Yagi frowned. He stopped Thomas with a quick motion of his hand, and then reached into his suit jacket. One hand held a gun; the other, a bronze, slightly curved knife.


    Thomas felt his heart freeze, then pump double-time. He, too, reached into his jacket, pulling out the special dagger Yagi had given him, the one he’d been practicing with for the better part of a decade.


    Come at me, Thomas thought. He doubted that Cyril would be stupid enough to send one of the twelve signatories that Thomas needed to kill… but God, it was a tempting thought.


    Yagi shook his head, then stood in front of Thomas, opening the door and moving in quietly. There was the large, public “suite,” and then Thomas’s real bedroom hidden in the back, panic-room style. As his bodyguard and main counselor, Yagi was his roomie, as well. The bedroom that Thomas pretended to use, the luxurious, fake one, had the door open. There was obviously someone there. He could smell sexy perfume in the air, the scent of spice, woman, and seduction.


    Thomas gripped the dagger tighter. Moving like a shadow, Yagi glided to the door… then kicked it open.


    There was a squeaking shriek, then Yagi turned on the light. His almond-shaped eyes went wide.


    “This,” he said, tucking his knife and gun away, “is not my area.”


    Thomas’s heart was still pounding when he glanced in.


    Maggie was wrapped in the chocolate-brown comforter, looking incensed. “Really!”


    “Maggie?” he asked, putting his own dagger away. “What are you doing here? Is something wro…”


    Before he could finish the sentence, his mind quickly took in the details of the scene. She was in his condo. In his bedroom—at least, the one he supposedly used. And she obviously wasn’t wearing anything beneath the sheet.


    He glanced at Yagi, turning slightly and lowering his voice. “Don’t suppose you could take care of this?”


    “She’s not my type. And she’s definitely not in my job description,” Yagi murmured back, shaking his head. He didn’t even spare Maggie a second glance as Thomas followed him down the hallway.


    “Aren’t you supposed to be my bodyguard?”


    “I’m shinobi,” he said. “I deal with demons and the metaphysical, as well as the occasional psychopathic assassin. Frankly, you’re not paying me enough to deal with her.”


    “Coward,” Thomas muttered, then rubbed his hands over his face. When Elizabeth had died, he and Maggie had bonded, sharing their grief, him for his fiancée, her for her sister. Still, as close as they’d gotten—he’d offered her a job and let her know the details of his plans for revenge and retribution—he’d known that one day, she was going to try and shift their friendship to something a little less platonic. He’d also known that, when she put her mind to something, Maggie was like a pit bull.


    He stepped into the room, where Maggie was still lying in wait in the bed. “Maggie, I told you, we don’t have that kind of relationship, hon.” He tried to say it as kindly as possible, but damn it, he was exhausted—and Yagi was right. “You’re making things harder.”


    She smiled wickedly. “I’d like to make things harder,” she said, reaching for him.


    He’d gotten too close, into proximity of her grasping fingers. He quickly moved farther, out of arm’s reach. “Damn it, Maggie. I was engaged to your sister.”


    “That was six years ago. Since she died, you haven’t been with anyone for longer than what, a week?” Maggie sounded reasonable and just a little wistful. “Don’t you get tired of coming back to this big bed, night after night? All alone?”


    She did have a point there. He’d tried some casual affairs, just for the companionship and physical release, but after the last time, when the woman he’d taken to bed tried to kidnap him, he really hadn’t had much in the way of a sex life.


    It had been a while, he realized uncomfortably.


    Still, he’d have to be more than simply hard up to sleep with Maggie. He’d have to be insane. “High maintenance” didn’t even begin to cover the hot mess that was Elizabeth’s sister. And guilty conscience or not, giving her a job was as far as he was going to go.


    “I manage just fine, but I do appreciate the concern,” he drawled. “Now, why don’t you go on back to your condo, Mags? Let’s not say or do anything we’re going to regret later.”


    She got up, the sheet falling to reveal a perfectly sculpted body with enough solidity to remind him there were bags of salt water involved and enough nipping and tucking to make a quilt. The look on her face told him that she’d used this particular strategy before—on lots of men, if the rumors were true—and it had probably never failed. She was smug, her eyes bright. Any desire in her eyes was overpowered by sheer determination.


    She must want something, he realized. Beyond the obvious, anyway. It often amazed him how his cool, sophisticated Elizabeth was related to someone so damned calculating.


    Suddenly, unbidden, he thought of Kate, the temp. She wouldn’t pout, or nag, or bulldoze through an extortionate seduction. In fact, he got the feeling that she was the full-blown opposite of calculating.


    With my luck, Kate would try to serenade me, he mused… then quickly shuffled through a few musical choices. Maybe “Let’s Get it On” by Marvin Gaye. The thought made him smile.


    Maggie must have figured his smile was for her, and she pushed harder. “You can’t tell me you don’t want this,” Maggie said, arching her back just a touch.


    “Actually,” he countered mildly, his drawl getting more pronounced with his annoyance, “I can all sorts of say that.”


    She amped up the smile, obviously fighting to look sexy and not miffed. She reached for him, and he dodged like a boxer. “You can’t say you don’t want me. You just let guilt or work get in the way. Now you’re in a new state, you’re close to getting your soul back. You don’t have to fight it anymore.”


    “Trust me, I’m not fighting anything.” Except you, he thought. “I’m not interested and, no offense, but I won’t be.”


    She kept walking toward him, and he kept evading. Pretty soon, he thought she was going to start chasing him around the room like some stupid sex-farce, except it would be the secretary chasing the boss around the bed.


    She huffed impatiently. “You’re just being stubborn,” she said. She cornered him, her eyes catlike with pleasure at trapping him. “One time with me, just make love to me once, and I promise any thoughts you have of anyone else will disappear. You’ll thank me.”


    “No means no,” he said sharply. “Have you been drinking or something?”


    All pretense of a smile left. “I’m not leaving this room until I get what I want.”


    Now that was the Maggie he knew… and the main reason he wouldn’t sleep with her. “I need you to leave now, or I’m going to have to get a lot less gentlemanly.”


    She stroked her breasts. “I want you to get a whole lot less gentlemanly,” she purred.


    He sighed again. “Can’t say you weren’t warned.”


    Then he moved in one quick strike, grabbing her around the waist and tossing her over his shoulder like she was a bag of oats. She went from a purr to a shriek of insult as he strode down the hallway, heading for the front door.


    “Knock it off, Mags. I mean it,” Thomas said, tossing her unceremoniously out in front of the elevator. Then he shut the door on her screech, leaving her naked in the hallway. She kept on shrieking for a few minutes, then it went quiet.


    “I imagine she’s going to be in a bad mood at the office tomorrow,” Yagi noted, walking out when the coast was clear, keeping the grin off his face. Almost, anyway.


    Thomas rubbed his face with his hands. “She’ll get over it. I’ll steer clear of her tomorrow.” He thought about it, then prudently added, “And most of this week. Maybe this month, if I can swing it.”


    “You realize you could just fire her.”


    Thomas glared at him.


    “I know she’s Elizabeth’s sister,” Yagi said quietly. “But she’s a grown woman. Just because Elizabeth took care of her doesn’t mean you are obligated to.”


    Like the Al argument, this was another one they’d gone through, over and over.


    “It’s not that easy, and you know it,” Thomas said. His phone rang. He glanced at it, sighed. Then he picked it up.


    “How dare you!”


    “Maggie, listen to me,” he said, letting his voice become sharper than it ever had with her. “I’m not going to get together with you.”


    “You tossed me in the hallway naked!”


    “You weren’t listening to me,” he countered. “That pushy, I-get-my-way thing might work on the other guys you’ve been with, but you should know better. That shit is not going to work with me.”


    She paused for a fraction of a second, then he heard the wheedling note come back into her voice. “But I can give you what you need…”


    He gritted his teeth. The woman was relentless. “Oh, really? The way you’ve been giving it to the mail guy, that guy from publicity, and one of our new limo drivers? Just in the past month?”


    She was quiet for a second, and he felt guilt pick at him.


    “I’m not judging you. I don’t give a damn who you sleep with,” he said. It was true. He didn’t care if she slept with the Fifth Fleet, if she’d get off his back. “I just know it’s not going to be me.”


    “Who else have you got, Thomas?” she asked, surprising him. Apparently she was trying an entirely new tack—reasonableness. “Who else knows you, really knows you? And who else do you honestly think could love you, knowing everything I do?”


    He was stunned into silence.


    She shifted gears. “Elizabeth wouldn’t want you to live like this,” she wheedled, and the quick stab of pain cut deep. “I’ve known you for years. And no matter who else I’ve been with, I love you. Just let me show you how much you mean to me…”


    “No,” he said quickly, appalled. “Sleep it off, Maggie.” He hung up before she could try another approach, and he shut off his phone.


    He was still pensive when Yagi excused himself, heading to his own quarters. Thomas retreated to his bedroom, stripped off his clothes, and collapsed on his bed.


    Who else do you honestly think could love you?


    He pulled the cover over himself, frowning. No one could love him, knowing what he was. He stared at the ceiling, illuminated by the red glow of his alarm clock numbers. The room was like a cell.


    It didn’t matter. He didn’t need love. Hell, it was love that had gotten him into this mess in the first place.


    He was lonely, but he was alive. And he had bigger things to worry about than fucking loneliness.


    When exhaustion finally overcame him, he thought he’d dream of Elizabeth again. Instead, there was a husky laugh, a great smile.


    Ruby red hair.


    For the first time in a long time, he fell asleep with a smile.


    …


    Kate watched as her best friend, Prudence “Prue” Mikai, stalked around the red felt pool table like a panther stalking prey. She lined up a perfect shot, smiling with a mix of Zen serenity and a touch of beat-that smugness. “So tell me what’s wrong, chica,” Prue instructed, chalking her cue.


    Kate took a bitter draw on the Corona she’d been nursing for the better part of an hour, tasting the lime stuffed in the neck more than anything. It was warm, but she could only afford one, so she was trying to make it last.


    “Oh, the usual,” Kate said, watching as Prue worked on clearing the table with measured precision. “Stone broke. Hate my job.”


    “If you’re down, why the hell did you agree to meet with the douchetard?” Prue asked, her smooth, dark, coffee-complexioned face frowning.


    “Actually, I contacted Tadpole,” Kate said.


    This surprised Prue enough to have her miscue. “You called him? Why?”


    Kate sighed, finally picking up her stick. She didn’t know why she bothered playing against Prue—Kate was a haphazard pool player at best—but she liked hanging out at the bar, Thalossa, with its brick walls and buzz of conversation.


    “I needed a favor.” She lined up the cue, biting her bottom lip in concentration.


    “Something tech, I suppose,” Prue drawled. “Although I have to wonder what the kid’s gonna want in return.”


    Kate groaned. “Don’t remind me.”


    After a long moment, Prue leaned one shapely hip against the pool table. “You know, they will have to close down at some point. Wanna make that shot while we’re still in our twenties?”


    Kate hit the ball. It wobbled, careening off two others before sinking one.


    “Luck,” Prue said with a laugh. “Total slop.”


    “I’ll take what I can get.”


    “So will Tadpole,” Prue added. “What did you agree to?”


    Kate frowned, biting her lip again.


    “You’re blushing. This is bad,” Prue said. “You aren’t going to sleep with him, are you?”


    Kate jerked back, hitting the cue ball so it nudged forward two inches.


    “My shot,” Prue said, but didn’t lean over the table. Instead, she stood in front of Kate, crossing her arms. “There’s weird stuff at work here. C’mon. Air break.”


    They relinquished the table to a pair of wanna-be white gangstas who were probably college students, then headed out to the cool and quiet of the sidewalk. “Please, please tell me you’re not sleeping with him.”


    Kate tasted the sour bitterness of bile and beer. “I will throw up if you say that again. And no.”


    “So what’s the big deal?”


    “Agreed to a date,” Kate said, rubbing her hand over her face. “And I do not want to think about it.”


    “A date?” Prue’s brown eyes bugged out. “What, is he hacking into the Pentagon?”


    “Nothing that desperate,” Kate answered. “But he is going to come up with a scanning program for me in a rush. He basically said he’d drag his feet if I didn’t agree to go to dinner with him.”


    “He’s finally making his move,” Prue said. “I’d feel sorry for him, if he weren’t such an ass.”


    “He’s nice enough when he’s not being hyper. Or horny,” Kate said. “Just his own worst enemy, I guess.”


    “Uh-huh.” Prue’s gracefully curved eyebrow went up.


    Kate crossed her arms defensively. “He’s a nerd. He’s one of my people.”


    “So one of yours.” Prue agreed. “So why did you need the help of a hacker?”


    “For the job.” When Prue stared at her blankly, Kate rolled her eyes. “Fiendish. You know.”


    “You mean the job you don’t want? The job that sucks?”


    “It’s complicated.” Kate rolled her neck a little. “Gotta pay rent now, for one thing.”


    “What, you’re moving out already?”


    “No. Still living with my parents.” Kate frowned, seeing Prue’s surprised expression. “I’m paying them rent. Which makes sense, right? I mean, I lost my apartment, but I’ve got to pull my weight. I’m twenty-nine, not twelve.”


    Then Prue sighed, putting an arm around her shoulders. “You could live in my loft for free,” she said quietly. “You basically lived on my floor all through college anyway.”


    The instant, unconditional generosity cheered Kate more than the beer or anything else that had happened this week.


    “Thanks, Prue. You know I love you like a sister,” Kate said, swallowing hard against tears that were choking her. There was no way she could accept Prue’s generosity, though. In a weird way, it would probably make her feel like even more of a failure—the fact that Prue didn’t expect anything.


    Besides, it had been different when they were in college. Now, Prue’s chic, open loft was like a Zen monastery. Kate knew that, like sisters, the two of them would probably clash when it came to actually living together. She chuckled. “But I don’t think I could live in a vegan house. I need meat.”


    “This so sucks,” Prue said. “But at least they pay you well, right? The head guy, what’s his name… he owns the top selling video game company, and all those night clubs, and the clothing lines, and that crazy theme-park island for rich people. He’s got to be rolling in the cash.”


    “Yeah, he’s rich.”


    “I hear he’s hot, too.”


    “Hotter,” Kate said without thinking. Her skin tingled a little.


    “Really.” Prue wiggled her eyebrows. “Dish.”


    “He’s got these great eyes. Blue eyes,” Kate said, picturing him easily. “And dark brown hair with kind of a wave to it, like artistically mussed without being contrived about it, so he looks a little just-got-out-of-bed-but-I-still-look-sexy.” Then she remembered Maggie’s picture of him shirtless. “And the guy’s yoked. Seriously. You wouldn’t think it with the suit, and trust me, he works the suit, but…”


    Kate trailed off at Prue’s open amusement.


    “Somebody’s hot for bossman.”


    “He’s good looking is all I’m saying,” Kate answered, feeling her cheeks burn as Prue laughed. “Any woman with a pulse would fantasize about him. But he’s Mr. Corporate. Super successful, super rich, super everything.” She thought about the Basement Boys. “And his company is basically evil.”


    “You think all big companies are evil,” Prue pointed out. “Except for your dependence on Starbucks.”


    “Starbucks is the exception. They…” Kate took a deep breath. “We’re not having the Starbucks argument, Prue.”


    Prue laughed, a loud, rich sound. “Sorry. You’re too easy.”


    “The thing is… there are these guys I’m working with,” Kate said, and slowly, the words tumbled out. Prue’s eyes got rounded as she listened.


    “No lunch? No breaks? I bet they don’t get paid overtime, either, if that’s the kind of treatment they’re getting. ‘Contract workers.’ What kind of bullshit is that?” Prue spat out. “Don’t they have a union rep? You’ve got to tell somebody!”


    “Tell who what?” Kate countered, shaking her head. “I’m a damned temp. Who’s going to believe me?”


    Prue’s eyes blazed. “Still. You’ve got to do something.”


    “I’m doing what I can,” Kate shot back. “Come on, Prue. You know me.”


    Prue nodded slowly. “So you’re pulling a work-around.”


    “Just like at Uncle Felix’s—he always tried stupid stuff when it came to labor laws. I can fix this. Unfortunately, it means dealing with Tad.” Kate sighed. “Which I wouldn’t, but these guys really are in a bad situation. If I can help them get the work done faster, more efficiently, hopefully this asshole boss of theirs will get off their backs.”


    “You can’t save everyone.”


    “I’m not saving anybody,” Kate countered. “I’m just trying to help a little. A couple of Ho Hos and a text recognition program doesn’t make me Mother Theresa.”


    “So how’s the program supposed to help?”


    “They’re going through thousands of pages, looking for a symbol like this.” Kate pulled the page she’d let Tad copy out of her bag. “This guy, the Overseer, is going to punish them if they don’t find a match in a week. The computer will make it so much easier. I’m actually surprised Thomas didn’t think of it himself. I thought he wrote a video game when he was a kid, and that’s how he made his first million or something… He was a computer geek back in the day.”


    Of course, no computer geek she’d ever met looked that smokin’ hot, so she figured she was probably wrong on that one.


    Prue’s eyes narrowed, and she held the paper, staring at it. “This looks familiar.”


    “Lot of that going around,” Kate said dryly, thinking of Tad’s response.


    “No, I’m not kidding. This looks like something… Shit. Can’t remember.” Prue tilted her head. “Can I take this?”


    “Sure.”


    “I’ll send it to Nan Temper. I get the feeling it’s something mystic,” Prue said.


    Kate glanced at her phone, winced. “Crap. I’ve gotta go.” She gave Prue a quick hug. “Thanks. I needed a night out.”


    “Love you, chica,” Prue said easily, but her dark eyes were worried. “Come by the shop this week, ’kay? I’ll give you a reading.”


    “Sure.”


    “Oh, and Kate?”


    Kate turned. “Yeah?”


    “What are you going to do if they still get punished?” Prue asked.


    Kate’s stomach dropped, but she squared her shoulders.


    “I’m going out with Tadpole, of all damned things,” she muttered. “Trust me. I’ll do whatever I have to, to make sure that doesn’t happen.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Five


    True to his word, Tadpole had come through, or claimed to. She’d hoped to pick up the program and a scanner at his house and put off the date indefinitely. Instead, he’d arranged it like a prisoner exchange. He’d give her the stuff at the date.


    Blocked, she’d had no choice but to agree. She met him at Jack London Square, thinking they’d go someplace casual, like Roscoe’s Chicken & Waffles. Instead, he met her in the center of the square, then ushered her to Yoshi’s, the chic sushi bar/jazz club that had been an institution in Oakland.


    “Here? Really?” Kate said, her voice weak.


    Tad winked at her, guiding her with a hand at the small of her back. He was newly showered, his hair gelled into submission. He was also wearing a dress shirt that still held creases from being in the plastic package. He wore his usual sneakers, but otherwise he’d made a serious effort.


    Oh, God. He really thinks this is a date.


    She was wearing slacks, at least, and a definite, non-date sort of gray sweater. She pushed her glasses up on the bridge of her nose. “Did you bring the stuff?” she asked.


    He looked hurt for a second, and she winced. “Obviously,” he said, rolling his eyes. “You can get it after dinner, okay? Can you at least try to pretend like you’re having a good time?”


    She sighed. Save me from nerds in love. She’d been one once herself—but let’s face it, it was different for girl nerds.


    She let him open the door for her, tried to look suitably impressed when he gave their name and the waitress led them to their table. There wasn’t a concert, at least, although the buzz of chatter around them was still pretty loud.


    She did love sushi. That said, she was way too broke to pay for it.


    At least one good thing will come from this date, she thought.


    “So what’s it like working at the Evil Empire?” Tad asked, opening the menu. She noticed him glancing over the prices and frowning.


    “Could be worse,” she said, then grinned a little, thinking of her conversation with Thomas. It seemed like forever ago. Her cheeks warmed, and her stomach jittered.


    And that was just thinking of the guy. Ridiculous.


    “So… how’s the eBay thing coming along?” she asked Tad quickly.


    He puffed with pride and killed the next twenty minutes talking about his mint-in-the-box Star Wars figure enterprise, and how much money he was making. She let him ramble, forcing herself not to look at her cell phone to check the time.


    Finally, when their dinner was served, she took out her chopsticks, lovingly staring at the sashimi. Mmmmm. “So, was the scanner thingy difficult?” she asked, when she thought it was safe.


    “Pfft,” he said, preening a little. “Utter child’s play. Did you say they had people looking for this, piece by piece?” He sounded shocked, and disgusted.


    “I know,” she commiserated.


    “Epic stupidity. I don’t know how they’re making so much money if they’re doing bonehead stuff like that.”


    “Oh, they manage,” she said, then frowned. Maybe that’s how Thomas had made so much money at such a relatively young age. He wouldn’t be the first hot guy with absolutely no scruples. Maybe she needed to do a little more research on Fiendish.


    Maybe her people judge-o-meter needed to be recalibrated.


    “Let’s not talk shop, Kate,” Tad said, and to her surprise, he reached out and grasped her free hand. She dropped a fat slice of tuna in shock. “I’m really, really glad you agreed to go out with me.”


    She hadn’t really agreed so much as was extorted, but now probably wasn’t the best time to bring that up. “Um… well, I appreciate you writing the program and getting it to work,” she said. “The fact that you’re willing to throw in dinner on top of, um, helping me with my work is a huge favor.”


    He frowned. She tried to tug her hand away, but he tightened his grip. “I’ve been meaning to ask you to dinner for years,” he said, his voice low and hard to hear over the jazzy vibe in the restaurant. “I just didn’t have the opportunity. Now that I have… I’ve got a lot to say.”


    She pressed against the rounded back of her chair, almost tipping it over. “Octopus?” she said, offering him a piece, praying that he’d be disgusted enough to give her some space.


    “No, thanks,” he mumbled, looking into her eyes like he was trying to hypnotize her. “Kate… I think you know how much I like you.”


    “Um.” She felt like a butterfly on a T-pin, writhing in agony. “You’re a good guy. A good friend—”


    “Don’t, Kate. Don’t put me in the friend zone,” he interrupted, scowling. “I’d rather be an asshole than a ‘good friend.’ You might as well say eunuch.”


    “If you don’t let go of my hand,” Kate said, as his grip increased to painful pressure, “I’ll be calling you ‘asshole’ in a second, Tadpole.”


    “Why won’t you even give me a damned chance?”


    “Let go of me,” she repeated slowly, starting to feel a little nervous. Tad was persistent and annoying—but she’d never felt afraid of him before. There was something off about him tonight, something edgy and unlike him.


    “I think about you a lot,” he growled. “Ever since I started working with that thing you gave me, I haven’t been able to get you out of my head.”


    She stared at him, aghast. Has he been drinking or something?


    “Is everything all right here?” a new voice intoned. She glanced over… then gaped. Thomas Kestrel. Standing there in one of his trademark dark suits, with a snowy white shirt and a tie the color of blood-red roses. He looked at her, eyes full of concern. “Hey, Kate,” he murmured.


    She couldn’t help it—she flushed. The guy’s drawl was like being drizzled with honey. Then licked.


    Tad, of course, noticed.


    “It’s between me and my girlfriend,” Tad said sharply… then got up, moving in like a missile.


    “Gack!” she protested, just before his thin lips locked onto hers.


    …


    Of all the jazz joints in all the sushi restaurants in all the world, Thomas thought, shaking his head with a combination of resignation and disgust as he watched the skinny, ugly guy paw Kate. Why did she have to walk into this one?


    Going to Yoshi’s had been his client’s idea, and given its proximity to his condo in the Havens, Thomas had thought it was a great one. He was looking forward to calling it an early night and getting more work done back at the suite.


    He was really surprised to see the red-haired temp Kate—and even more surprised to realize he was pleased when he recognized her.


    She was on a date, he noticed immediately. Though if her body language was any indication, she was none too comfortable with it. That probably shouldn’t amuse him, but it did. Her date was wearing a shirt whose collar bulged out with the tag he’d forgotten to remove. The kid was socially awkward and apparently tried to make up for it by being way too aggressive.


    And now, the kid was on Kate like a flea on a dog.


    If Thomas were a hundred percent sure of Kate’s response, he’d have dragged the kid off and shown him the door. A good part of him still wanted to—which, he admitted, was strange.


    Just protective, maybe. His mama would turn in her grave if she knew he’d pushed himself on a woman, or stood idly by while another man did. Besides, in a roundabout way, Kate was his employee—or the near occasion of his employee, as Yagi might say. Thomas was very, very protective of the people he thought of as his.


    She is definitely mine.


    With that appealing thought, he moved to step in and stop the boy’s aggression.


    Before he could, the boy roared with pain, pulling back, his lower lip bloody. Kate had a drop of blood on her mouth that she wiped off with the cloth napkin.


    The host rushed forward, looking concerned.


    Kate stood up. “Is the program in there?” she asked the bleeding, shocked looking boy, pointing at a messenger bag on a nearby chair.


    “Damn it, Kate…”


    “Is it in there?” she hissed. The boy nodded. “It’s the zebra stripe flash drive. I’m sorry,” he muttered, pressing his napkin to his lip. “I mean, I didn’t—”


    “Don’t. Talk. To me.” Her green eyes blazed like a welder’s torch as she pawed through the bag. “And if you follow me, so help me God, I’m pounding you into the pavement.”


    “Come on…”


    “Just try it.” She swiped up the drive, stuffed it in her purse, then weaved through the crowded tables at a fast clip. The boy blushed bright as a stoplight.


    “But what about the check?” he called after her retreating figure. “You don’t expect me to pay for your dinner if you’re just gonna leave!”


    Thomas smothered a grin. Then he gestured to his client, indicating he’d be back in a second, and went after Kate. He put a hand on her shoulder, and she spun. He barely managed to miss the swing, a beautiful right hook aimed about her date’s height. Fortunately, Thomas was taller than her date—and he trained, every day, for just such occasions.


    “Whoa there, slugger,” he said, holding his hands up. “I just wanted to see if you’re okay.”


    She took a deep breath. “I will be,” she growled.


    “I take it that was not your boyfriend, then,” he drawled, putting his hands in his pockets.


    “He keeps up shit like that, he’s not even going to stay male,” she promised darkly.


    Thomas laughed, letting out a low whistle. “Remind me not to piss you off.”


    “Fine,” she said, glaring at him. “Don’t piss me off.”


    He glanced at her. She looked fierce, he thought, with her wild hair and her don’t fuck with me expression. He’d always preferred cool, demure women—blondes, like Elizabeth. And he’d never been attracted to a woman who snarled at him. Apparently it had been too long a time since he’d, ah, blown off some steam.


    But damn, she did look good.


    “Consider me warned.” He nodded at her purse. “So what’s with the flash drive?”


    He could see her freeze, the sudden tension. Wonder what that’s about?


    “Extra-curricular project,” she said.


    “You’re in school?”


    “No.”


    He stared at her. “Okay,” he said, waiting for her to expand on it. She didn’t.


    “Right. See you at work,” she said, then turned, heading for the parking garage.


    “Say, Kate?”


    She turned, her hip tilted, glancing over her shoulder like a pin-up model. “Yeah?”


    “I’m glad he’s not your boyfriend.”


    She stared at him. Hell, he would’ve stared at himself if he could have. The words popped out before he could stop them, and he frowned.


    She sent him a slow, almost shy smile that did more for his libido than Maggie’s full naked displays. He was surprised by the punch of it, momentarily rooted to the spot.


    Then she took two steps… and walked smack into a parking sign.


    “I’m okay. I’m okay,” she said, waving him off when he went to help. She sounded flustered, and her pretty cream cheeks had blushed pink.


    His smile broadened as he stuffed his hands in his pockets. It was a good feeling.


    “See you tomorrow,” she repeated, then moved with the furious haste of someone embarrassed.


    Thomas was still grinning when he walked back into the restaurant.


    “What was that all about?” his dinner guest, Mr. Harlow Frederickson, asked with amusement.


    “Just a friend,” Thomas said, not wanting to go into details. The boy had gone, at least. And besides, Thomas was pretty sure Kate could handle him if he was stupid enough to go after her. “So. Shall we talk about the details of the merger? I’d love to add your advertising agency to Fiendish Enterprises.”


    “Sure. Although I bumped into a friend, too, while you were outside,” Harlow said, gesturing to someone else. Still buzzing from his weird little exchange with Kate, Thomas looked over… and his heart stilled in his chest. It felt like his whole body had been dropped in a vat of liquid nitrogen.


    Harlow was oblivious. “Thomas, I’d like you to meet Cyril. Cyril Roman.” The man was tall, thin, his hair a pale corn-silk blond. He smiled, holding out his hand.


    Thomas stared at it. Yup. Even the scar was still there, just over the wrist.


    “Nice to see you again, Thomas,” Cyril said, barely contained mirth in his voice.


    “Oh, do you two know each other?” Harlow said, sounding delighted.


    Thomas ignored the proffered hand. “I didn’t realize you two knew each other,” he said instead, frowning at Harlow.


    “Fairly recent acquaintance,” Harlow said, “but we’re becoming fast friends.”


    “We’re working on a deal of sorts, too,” Cyril said. “I was a little disappointed that you hadn’t stopped by, Thomas, now that you’ve moved into my neighborhood, as it were. Maybe we could schedule a lunch or something. Catch up. It’s been, what, seven years since we’ve had a decent conversation?”


    Thomas narrowed his eyes. “I was too busy trying to stab you three years ago,” he agreed. “So yeah, seven sounds about right.”


    Harlow’s eyes widened. Then he let out a nervous crack of laughter. “Guess you two have history.”


    “You could say that,” Thomas said, his voice tight as he glared at the man who had given him the contract—and was even now waiting to take his company and his soul.


    Number thirteen, Thomas thought, the dagger hidden in his suit jacket almost burning him. If I could just…


    But it wouldn’t work. He’d tried before. Killing Cyril without killing the twelve people who had agreed to protect him—the twelve powerful souls who had signed on to be psychic bodyguards—simply wouldn’t work.


    Until he killed the protectorate, Cyril was untouchable.


    Revenge would have to wait.


    Cyril grinned impudently. “Well, I don’t want to interrupt your dinner. You call me, boy, y’hear?” His drawl was warm, even though his gaze was icy and amused. “After all, you know just where I am, don’t you? And I obviously know how to get to you.”


    With that, and a tip of an imaginary hat, he left.


    “Wow,” Harlow said, still forcing a chuckle. “What was that all ab—”


    “You’re in negotiations with him?” Thomas interrupted.


    “Well, yeah.” Harlow’s eyes lit up. “Didn’t know you were part of the, uh, team.” He winked.


    Thomas wiped his mouth with his napkin. Then he stood. “We’re done here,” he said.


    Harlow’s eyes popped. “What? Wait. What are you talking about?”


    “I don’t do business with people,” Thomas said tightly, pulling out more than enough money to pay the bill and leaving it on the table, “who do business with that man.”


    God damn it, he thought, as he stalked back outside and Yagi appeared like a shadow. Tonight just wasn’t his night.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Six


    The next day, Kate made it to the basement. She’d smuggled the scanner and computer from the little empty office Maggie had stuck her in during the great “personnel database” debacle, since it was obvious that no one was using it. Besides, she reasoned, if she managed to actually make Tad the Assaulting Kisser’s program work, she could justify the temporary relocation of the computer stuff.


    Better to beg forgiveness than ask permission, right? And it wasn’t like they were really bastions of ethics down here, anyway.


    “Kate, what is all of this?” Slim asked, glancing perplexedly as she set up in a secluded corner that had an electrical outlet. There wasn’t wi-fi or Internet, but thankfully, she didn’t need them.


    “Shhh.” The thought of just how much she’d had to do to get the damned thing still made her want to gag. She’d brushed her teeth about twenty times after the great Tad Kissing Fiasco. After all that, she thought, it had better work. “It’s a way to help you guys.”


    “You’ve done enough.” Slim sounded grateful. “The energy bars were surprisingly filling.”


    “I couldn’t just get you whacked out on sugar all the time,” she muttered as she quickly plugged everything in.


    She’d picked a corner of the basement that was shielded by the stacks of papers the guys had already gone through—she’d at least gotten them that organized. At Slim’s suggestion, she’d hidden every time the Overseer had come out, and after her first Ho Ho delivery, all the guys were covering for her.


    Now it was just a matter of seeing if Tad’s software worked.


    Slim watched with interest. “That’s a computer, isn’t it?”


    “Seriously?” She stared at him blankly for a second. “Where are you from, Slim?”


    He looked… Embarrassed wasn’t quite the word. He looked uncomfortable. “Very, very far away.”


    She rolled her eyes at his cryptic response, then handed him a blank piece of parchment. “Do me a favor? Write a page of some script, just gobbledygook. Then do another one with a bunch of crap and the word we’re looking for. Okay?”


    He seemed amused, though he quickly scrawled the words. His handwriting was straight as a razor, almost like a computer had printed it. She nodded, then ran the first through. The software said no match.


    “I still don’t see—”


    “Bingo,” she said, when the second time produced a blinking word: Match. “This should work. I’ll go grab some more documents.”


    She spent the next eight hours running the scans, going through papers. Slim every now and then checked on her, looking indulgent.


    “Go eat a Ho Ho,” she muttered, and he let out a creaky laugh, then looked surprised that the sound had come out of him.


    She almost missed it when the Match flashed at her again. She glanced at the document—it had somebody’s signature, a Victor Klauss, and one of those brown thumbprints, sort of smudged. It also had that symbol, just like the one Slim had drawn.


    “Slim! Come here!”


    He ambled over. “It’s getting late. You should go back to your home,” he said, sounding concerned. “The Overseer will probably…”


    He stopped short when he saw the blinking word. She handed him the document.


    “Tell me,” she said. “Is it right? Did I find one?”


    She watched as his eyes scanned over the paper. Then he looked at her, stunned.


    “It is.”


    “Whoo-hoo!” she said, a little louder than she’d intended. Several of the other workers, including the guy she called Dexter, quickly came over.


    “What?”


    “What is it?”


    “More Ho Hos?” a third asked hopefully.


    “She’s found one,” Slim said.


    The others looked confused. Dexter, she noticed, seemed pissed.


    “Already?” a worker asked.


    “This is good,” Slim said. “We won’t get punished, and there are still twelve yet to find…”


    Dexter stepped up, growling. “This is too soon. You know this is too soon.”


    His eyes seemed to… No. They couldn’t actually glow, Kate thought. And certainly not glow red.


    “The Overseer will be mollified,” Slim said sharply. “It buys us time.”


    “We’ll get sent back.”


    Slim grimaced at Dexter. “He’s just started starving us, and he’s stopped letting us sleep. After that will come the torture. I’ve worked with him before; I know just how good he can be with the whip.”


    Kate gasped. “He’s starving you? Beating you?”


    They ignored her. “I don’t know about you,” Dexter retorted, “but whatever that little bastard can do to us is nothing compared to where we were. I say we drag out this little assignment for as long as possible.” Dexter finally turned to Kate, and she swore his eyes shone, like a cat’s. “Why are you meddling in this?”


    “I… S-Slim told me he was worried about y-your boss,” she stammered. “Didn’t want any of you to get in trouble. If I’d had any idea… If I’d known just how badly you were being mistreated, I would’ve called the cops!”


    Dexter’s face contorted. “Stupid human,” he spat out. “Your pity is why we’ll destroy you.”


    Slim snarled out something in that strange language. Kate simply stared at them, in sheer shock at both the revelations and Dexter’s response.


    “Human?” she echoed. “What the hell are you, then?”


    Dexter stepped up to Kate, grabbing for her before Slim could stop him. “I’m the one who’s going to kill you, no matter what treats you bribe me with. I’m going to devour your flesh.”


    Kate let out a shrill little squeak, falling to the floor when Slim grabbed at Dexter. Dexter’s grip was like a vise, and her shirt tore a little. She reached for her purse; thank God she’d left it open. The pepper spray was in her hand when Dexter shrugged out of Slim’s grip.


    The pepper spray caught him face on, and he stopped for a moment. Then he sneezed.


    Once.


    She stared as he snatched the can out of her hand… then sprayed it in his mouth, laughing at her. He grinned maniacally, and she saw that several of his teeth were sharpened to points.


    “Oh, crap,” she whispered, unable to look away.


    “All right, what’s going on here?” a voice yelled, and the crowd instantly dispersed. Dexter let out one more inhuman snarl of frustration before backing away from her.


    “The Overseer.” Slim sent her a sorrowful look, then blended into the crowd.


    Kate braced herself.


    A little old man, about five feet tall, limped over to her, aided by a cane. “What are you doing here?” he said, his voice like a peevish old grandpa.


    She stared. This? This was the Overseer?


    You meddling kid! Get off my lawn!


    She bit her lip before the adrenaline could set off her giggles. “Um… I was working.”


    “No, you weren’t,” he snapped. “I run the show down here, and I didn’t hire you.”


    “Maggie sent me,” she said. “She told me to work in Contracts.”


    “Maggie.” The Overseer looked at the ceiling, as if praying for patience. “The woman is a certified idiot. You need to leave. You certainly do not belong here.”


    “All right,” she agreed quickly. She’d agree to almost anything to get the hell out of there.


    Dexter was still pissed… still looked like he wanted to take a bite out of her. She swallowed hard.


    “Perhaps I should accompany you,” the old man said.


    “Um… all right.” She gave him a quick once-over. He was capable of starving people and torturing them.


    She suddenly wondered if he was going to escort her from the building… maybe to some out of the way spot to, say, shoot her and eliminate the loose end that knew too much. If he was capable of mistreating the workers this way, who knew where he’d draw the line?


    Her heart started racing, and her palms went damp.


    She quickly scooped up her messenger bag and headed for the elevators. The Overseer limped with her, his scowl keeping the workers at bay. She mouthed “good-bye” to Slim, who nodded at her.


    “Thank you, Kate O’Hara,” he whispered.


    When the elevator doors closed, the old man gave her a shrewd look but didn’t speak. She swallowed hard against the wave of nausea thickening her throat.


    “Lobby’s fine,” she said, thinking of where she could get the most witnesses around her the quickest. Did he have a gun on him? Maybe a sword in that cane of his?


    She was being paranoid. Wasn’t she? Jesus.


    He hit the button for the fortieth floor. “I think we should both speak to Maggie,” he said, moving surprisingly quickly.


    When they got there, Maggie was talking on the phone. She quickly cut it off, looking shocked when she saw Kate and the old man. “What are you doing here?”


    Kate wasn’t sure which “you” Maggie was referring to.


    “The better question,” the old man said, before Kate could answer, “is what was this little girl doing down in my basement? Do you even know who she is?”


    A-ha. He was checking out her story—he didn’t believe Maggie sent her. Kate swallowed hard, adrenaline starting to redline in her bloodstream. She’d just bolt out of the office if she had to.


    Thankfully, Maggie spluttered in response. “Kate! You were down… in the basement?”


    “You told me to go to Contracts,” Kate said.


    “I did not say to go to the basement!” Maggie replied. “And I meant the legal department! It’s on a totally different floor, you little idiot!”


    Trust Maggie to totally misremember the incident. “You told me it was Contracts. When I asked where it was, you said ‘downstairs’ and then told me to ask security. They sent me to the basement.”


    The old man scowled at the skinny blonde. “Maggie, did you really have no idea where you were supposed to send this kid? Are you really that painfully stupid?”


    Maggie glared at him.


    “She was down with the boys, Maggie. My boys,” the old man clarified. Then his eyes narrowed and he grinned, an evil sort of smirk. “Now that I think about it—maybe you’re not that painfully stupid. I always wondered how those other two pretty temps made it downstairs. Nothing like a little plausible deniability, eh?”


    Kate stared at both of them, bewildered. Exactly what the fuck is going on here?


    “Shut up, Al,” Maggie snapped, getting to her feet.


    “Watch your mouth with me, girlie,” the Overseer said softly. “I’m a lot meaner than Thomas is.” He looked over at Kate. “Don’t go down to the basement again. And if you tell anyone about what you saw, things will go very, very badly for you.”


    He left, his cane thumping on the floor.


    Maggie looked at Kate, apoplectic. “You’re fired. Fired!”


    “But it wasn’t my fault!” Kate protested.


    “You can’t take simple direction, and you’re constantly causing trouble. I want you out of this building. I’m going to make sure your temp agency, and every agency in the Bay Area, does not hire you again. You won’t be able to sell a burger!”


    “Are you insane?” Kate asked. “Seriously. Are you mental?”


    “Get out!”


    “Fine,” Kate said through gritted teeth, her hands clamped on the strap of her bag so she wouldn’t do anything rash, like smack the stick bug until her blond hair whipped around like a Pantene commercial. “Just sign my time card. I’ll be glad to get out of here.”


    “Out!”


    Kate gritted her teeth. “Sign the damned time card.”


    Maggie grabbed the paper, slashing her signature across the bottom. Kate grabbed it, then dumped the laptop and scanner on Maggie’s desk. Ignoring Maggie’s irate squawk, Kate strode down the hallway, her hands gripped into fists. When the first elevator opened, she stomped in, the ebbing of fear replaced with a tide of fury.


    She hit Thomas dead in the chest, knocking him even as she tumbled.


    “Ow,” he said, then smiled as he recognized her. “Kate. We’ve got to stop meeting this way.”


    She didn’t have a comeback. Her heart was still racing. It was all catching up with her.


    Slim is being starved and tortured by some horrendous old guy who I thought was going to kill me, who just threatened me—and then I got fired by a stupid, vindictive stick bug with fake boobs.


    “Whoa. You okay?” he asked, his voice soft and warm, caressing her like mink.


    “What do you care?” Kate got to her feet, shrugging off his attempts at assisting her. Her messenger bag fell open, and the contents—a few paperbacks, hairbrush, journal—dropped to the floor with a clatter. She scooped it all up, stuffing it haphazardly back in the bag. “I’m just a temp.”


    “Hey.” When the doors opened, he tugged her aside in the lobby. His deep blue eyes looked concerned, maybe even a little hurt. “What kind of a man do you think I am?”


    “You tell me,” she hissed. “Let’s start with what you know about the guys in the basement.”


    …


    Thomas went still as a statue, stunned by the sledgehammer impact of Kate’s question. “What do you mean?” he asked slowly.


    She stared, her green-eyed gaze slicing at him like an emerald scalpel. “You know about them,” she breathed. “You know.”


    He grabbed her arm before she could storm away. “You need to tell me what you’re talking about,” he said, his voice low and stern.


    She didn’t step away. Instead she moved closer, eyes blazing. “No, you need to let go of me,” she countered. “Right. Now.”


    He let go. “You’re right. I’m sorry,” he said, genuinely shaken. She’d shocked him, no question, but was he so far gone that he was going to physically threaten a woman now? “Come to my office. Let’s talk about this.”


    “I’m not going anywhere private with you.” She glanced around, as if for help. Bodies were jostling past them, people going through security to get in, or filing out for the end of the day. Even though it provided good cover noise, they were starting to get attention as people stared at them.


    “Then come over here,” he muttered, herding her into a corner of the lobby, by a large potted plant and a burbling fountain. “Talk to me. What’s wrong? What do you mean, specifically, about the guys in the basement?”


    She took a deep breath. “There are workers in the basement. They’re going through these thousands of documents…”


    He went cold. His stomach tightened like a hangman’s noose.


    “You’re using immigrants,” she whispered. “They don’t get breaks. They don’t get food. And if they don’t find what you want, they get tortured.” Her voice shook. “They’re being treated like animals. Worst of all, they’ve been smuggled in here. They know that no one will listen to them, and if anyone tries to help them, they’ll be killed.”


    “Is that what they told you?”


    “They didn’t have to,” she shot back, righteous fury flooding her entire expression. “And now, I’ll bet you’re thinking of how to handle me. And if you’re not, you should be, because I’m not letting you treat those guys this way. Do you hear me? I’m not letting you get away with this!”


    He couldn’t help it. He let out a tired laugh.


    Of all the things that could have happened to her, she wanted to start a damned union.


    For demons.


    “You think it’s funny?”


    “They’re not illegal immigrants,” he said, his mind racing for a more plausible explanation. “They’re prisoners. From a prison work exchange program.”


    “Oh, come on,” she said. “Do you really expect me to believe that?”


    He forced a wide, easy smile. “You’re right. It’s much easier to believe that they’re smuggled illegal immigrants that I’m torturing and starving.”


    She screwed up her face, looking a little doubtful.


    He slowly took in her disheveled appearance, the tear at her shoulder, where her sleeve had almost been torn off. “Are you all right? Did they hurt you?”


    She shook her head, but he could see that something had happened. “No, it’s fine. I’m fine,” she said, a little too quickly. Then her eyes narrowed. “Why do you ask? Why do you assume they hurt me? Who are they?”


    “They’re violent offenders. They’ve hurt people before,” he said, which was true enough. They were from Hell, after all. “Damn it, Kate, you shouldn’t have been down there.”


    “It’s a long story. I misunderstood where I was supposed to be… Listen, it doesn’t matter. I’ve been working with these guys for about four days, and—”


    “Four days?” he goggled. “And you’re still alive?”


    “Very funny,” she said, obviously thinking he was joking. “They aren’t given food or water. They’re going to get beaten. I don’t care if they are prisoners, violent offenders, whatever. What’s going on down there is inhumane!”


    He crossed his arms. “You led your local chapter of Amnesty International in high school, didn’t you?”


    “So what they did justifies what happens to them, huh?”


    “How’d you tear your shirt, Kate?” he returned quietly. “Think that guy deserves better treatment?”


    She looked away.


    His cell phone started ringing wildly. The tone signaled it was an alarm call. He glanced at it.


    Problems in the basement. A text, from Yagi. Looks like a riot. Need you here ASAP.


    “Damn it,” he said. “Kate, I need to handle this. Wait right here for me, all right? Don’t go anywhere. I want to talk to you about this.”


    “I’m done talking to you about this,” she said. “You obviously think what’s going on down there, to those prisoners, is fine. You don’t care if they get hurt or killed as long as they find your precious contracts.”


    He froze, eyes widening. “What did you say?”


    “And you know what’s worse? It’s stupid,” she spat out, slinging her heavy bag over her shoulder. “I found one of those damned things in less than eight hours. A guy named Victor Klauss. You don’t need prisoners—or whatever they are—going through everything manually. You’ve got all the money in the free world, and you’re cutting corners, abusing workers to—”


    “What do you mean, you found one?” His cell phone blared again, and he ignored it. He reached out, grabbing her arms. “When? How?”


    She stared at him. Then, in one quick movement, she slammed the bag hard into his stomach.


    He wasn’t expecting it, and whatever was in that bag was damned heavy. He let out a grunt, stumbling back… right into the fountain.


    “Don’t touch me,” she said, oblivious to the people staring. “I am over getting grabbed today!”


    The water soaked his suit. “Kate—”


    “I don’t have to listen to you, boss. Maggie already fired me.”


    She stormed out the door, red ponytail bouncing like a whip as the security guards stared at him. He thought about having them stop her, but he’d caused enough of a scene. Dripping wet, he headed for the elevator.


    When the doors opened at the basement level, he found all hell had broken loose. Workers were fighting one another viciously, knocking papers everywhere.


    Al stepped forward, holding up his cane. Yagi, the bodyguard, was waiting for him.


    “I could dispatch some,” he said, “but Aloysius claims he can handle it.”


    Thomas crossed his arms. Water dripped on the concrete floor.


    Al swung his cane, and the room was suddenly filled with a sickly green light. Thomas and Yagi flinched. The workers, on the other hand, writhed on the ground, making mewling sounds of intense pain.


    After a few interminable moments, the light dissipated. “What caused this?” Al roared.


    They didn’t speak.


    Al scowled, then hobbled back to Thomas. “Their contracts didn’t stipulate they couldn’t fight with one another,” he said, embarrassed. “I can’t believe I left that loophole in. Must be getting old, huh?”


    “There was a woman working down here,” Thomas said sharply.


    Al rolled his eyes. “Yeah. Maggie’s fault. The woman’s an idiot, Thomas. The girl’s lucky she didn’t get killed. Of course, if need be, I can make sure that she’s killed with a minimum of fuss.” He shrugged. “With that sort of prolonged exposure to the contracts, she’s probably dying anyway.”


    “She managed four days. And that girl found one of the signatories, Al,” Thomas said, his voice shaking. “She found one.”


    Al stared at him. “That’s not possible.”


    Thomas looked at the workers. Most of them were still squirming on the floor. But one looked at him, then away, a guilty expression on his face.


    Thomas walked over to him. “You. You know about the girl.”


    “Kate was just trying to help us,” the tall, lanky guy said, standing up and towering over Thomas. His voice was surprisingly gentle. “She just wanted to help.”


    “Shut up!” Another stocky, thick-necked worker stepped forward, tearing off a table leg. The thing crashed down, the paper flying out like a blizzard.


    He swung the table leg at the tall skinny demon, who dodged. The other demons quickly moved away, giving them a fighting space.


    The worker was still shrieking, swinging his makeshift club. Thomas let out an exasperated huff—then stepped between them, just as the stocky guy took a roundhouse flail.


    It stopped inches from Thomas’s face.


    “You can’t hit me, remember?” Thomas said coldly. “Physically impossible. It’s in your contract.”


    The demon was still glaring when Yagi moved like a ghost behind him. His blade plunged into the demon’s back before he could react.


    His howl dissipated as he exploded into flame, disintegrated into ash.


    Thomas looked around. The other demons were staring at the pile of dust where the demon’s body had been. Then he focused on the skinny guy, the only one ignoring the steaming remains of his co-worker. The only one bold enough to look him in the eye.


    “You’re going to tell me what you know about Kate,” Thomas said, “You’re going to tell me about the signatory she found. And you’re going to tell me right now.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Seven


    Kate was still shaky as she made her way home from the San Leandro BART station, a short fifteen minute walk from her parents’ house, that afternoon. High school had just let out, with knots of teenagers clogging the sidewalks and cars driving by with the bass bumping so loud it made her already brewing headache pulse in sync with the pounding beat.


    In the adrenaline crash, now that the immediate danger had passed, she could still picture Thomas’s shocked face as she shoved the billionaire into his lobby pool thing.


    Good. Screw him, she mentally snarled, jamming her key into the front door. Did he think she was an idiot? That the boys in the basement were prisoners out on furlough—that the starving and beatings and everything else were somehow “okay” because of it?


    Of course, did you see them being beaten? Her sneaky logical brain asked. Do you really think that old guy meant he was going to kill you if you talked?


    Doesn’t that sound a little crazy?


    She stepped in, eager to kick off her low-heeled pumps, call Prue, and convince her to grab a drink. Lord knew she needed one—and she needed to talk to her best friend even more.


    “Felix, goddamn it, you owe me.”


    Kate froze in the act of dropping her bag on the floor. That was her father’s voice. What was he doing home at this hour? He should’ve been on shift down at the police station.


    And why was he yelling at Uncle Felix?


    “Rita and I loaned you money to keep that cockamamie publishing company afloat,” he said, his voice low and ragged. There was a pause. “Yeah, I know you went under. I know you declared bankruptcy. But I’m not a goddamned bank, Felix. You don’t just get say ‘whoops, too bad’ to your family.”


    Kate winced. They’d loaned her uncle money? She loved Felix dearly—had worked closely with him for four years and loved the work that he was trying to do. Loved the books that they had put out, the people they had helped.


    That said, nobody knew better than Kate—you should never loan Felix cash. She’d learned that the hard way—four grand in savings forked over to keep him afloat, which resulted in her moving home with her parents. And now, her father was complaining about also loaning Felix money?


    God, she hated irony.


    “Don’t do that,” her father growled. He sounded like he was on the kitchen phone; she could hear the thud of his shoes, knew he was pacing with the cordless. “Don’t throw Katie in my face. Nobody twisted your arm. You didn’t have to hire her.”


    Kate found herself rooted to the spot.


    Was her uncle claiming that he had been forced to hire her?


    He wouldn’t have had the company as long as he did if I hadn’t been working there! Her heart pounded with the indignity of it… even as a little knot of doubt started to tighten in her stomach.


    Had her uncle lied to her, as well? She’d thought she was making a difference. She’d made all sorts of improvements to his systems, worked with his suppliers when none of them had wanted to deal with his tantrums and antics. But despite all that, the company had gone under.


    Had she simply been deluding herself about her own competence? And worse—had her uncle encouraged her delusion because her parents had paid him to?


    “In fact,” her father continued, “it would’ve been better if she’d gotten a real job instead of acting like a flunky to you hippie weirdos. Maybe then she’d understand what it means to actually make a living in the real world!”


    Kate gasped inaudibly at the slap of her father’s careless words as her eyes stung with tears.


    Do they really think I’m that useless?


    Of course, she’d just gotten fired from her latest temp job, although obviously she would have quit anyway. She had good reason—her torn shirt was a testament to that, plus the whole “talk and you’ll be sorry” threat. But the bottom line was, she had been struggling to get just a temp job for six months. And she wasn’t exactly thriving outside of a family-owned company.


    What, exactly, did that say about her?


    She heard her father sigh heavily. He sounded closer. She backed toward the front door, out of his line of sight.


    “Felix, you know ordinarily I wouldn’t be asking you for the loan back,” he said wearily. It was true. Her father had often said he’d jump off the Bay Bridge before he asked Felix for a thing. “But right now, I’ll just say it. I got laid off. Goddamned budget cuts, and they’re forcing me to retire. The twenty-five thousand dollars Rita and I loaned you would come in really handy right now, because… well, I’m afraid we’re going to lose the house.”


    Kate leaned against the front door, blood rushing in her ears.


    Twenty-five thousand? He’d loaned Felix twenty-five thousand?


    And they might lose the house?


    Nausea swirled in the pit of her stomach in a slow wave. She swallowed hard, straining to hear.


    There was another long pause, another deep sigh. “Yeah, sure. Whatever, Felix. I should’ve known better than to call, really.”


    Of course Uncle Felix wouldn’t help. She felt shame, like a cement block on her chest.


    “I don’t suppose you’ll be visiting Ma at the home this week, either?” Her father’s dry, humorless chuckle sounded like sandpaper. “Yeah, you’ll try. You always say you’ll try. See you around.”


    She was going to talk to Uncle Felix, that was damned clear. Possibly with a tire iron.


    But first things first. She took a deep breath, started to head for the kitchen… then stopped, again, when she got to the doorframe.


    Her father was sitting at the kitchen table. His heavy frame was slumped down, his salt-and-pepper hair trembling, his face in his hands. She could see his broad shoulders shaking, ever so slightly… could hear the small, gruff sounds of grief.


    Her father, her tough-as-nails cop father, was crying.


    She backed away silently. Then she walked to the front door, opened it, and shut it with a firm slam. “Dad?” she called, her voice deliberately chipper. “You home?”


    She gave him time. Lingered on the stairs, picking up and putting down her bag. Even waited, pretending she was searching for something in her purse.


    When he emerged from the kitchen, he looked a little splotchy, a little tired.


    She would’ve ripped out her own tongue before she mentioned it.


    “You’re home early,” she murmured.


    “So are you,” he said, then studied her. “Something wrong?”


    Oh, crap. With her eavesdropped conversation fresh in her mind, she knew the last thing her father wanted to hear was that his daughter just quit and could not make the rent. And there was no way she was going to tell him about all the shenanigans going on in Fiendish’s basement. As a cop, he’d feel duty-pressed to do something—if he believed her.


    She wasn’t ready. She needed to sort this out first, especially since she was reeling with this new bombshell. “Ah…”


    The doorbell rang, startling them both.


    “I’ll get it,” she said, grateful for the reprieve, and opened the door.


    Thomas stood there. He’d taken the time to dry off, at least, she noticed. He was in a different dark suit, and his face was handsome… and enigmatic.


    He doesn’t look pissed. That was promising. Then she remembered—she was pissed at him.


    Of course, in light of recent events, could she really afford to be?


    “Kate,” Thomas said. “We need to talk.”


    …


    Thomas looked over at an older man—Kate’s father, he assumed. Maggie’s quick check with her temporary agency had provided the address, but they couldn’t have known she was living with her parents. It also surprised him that her father was wearing a service revolver in an unsnapped shoulder holster, and that he was giving Thomas the hairy eyeball.


    Damn it. How much had Kate told him? And how much damage control was he going to need to do?


    “Kate? Everything all right?” the older man said, his eyes cold and flat, like he was stepping into an interrogation room.


    Kate’s own gaze never wavered; she was staring at Thomas like she could somehow kill him with her glare.


    “It’s fine, Dad. I’ll be right back.” She stepped out, pointedly closing the door between her father and them, and nodded toward Thomas’s limo. Her voice dropped to a hiss. “Start walking. I don’t want to have this conversation here.”


    Thomas noticed one of the wooden blinds opening. Her father was going to be watching, protective. Well, Thomas wasn’t here to abduct Kate or threaten her.


    Hell, all he was doing here was hiring her. No crime in that.


    “I wanted to apologize for earlier,” Thomas said smoothly. “I could have handled all that better.”


    “You mean you could have come up with a better cover story if you’d realized that you might need one.”


    That was true enough. “Let me explain.”


    “How, exactly, are you planning on explaining the starvation and beating of illegally smuggled immigrants?” She stared at him, her expression a war between anger and disgust.


    “First, they’re really not illegal immigrants,” he said. Which was also true. They weren’t even human, and he had documentation that allowed them onto this plane. Technically legal, from what he understood. “Second, I, ah, contracted their work because the people who can read this language are very, very rare. I needed them for their expertise.”


    “That’s bullshit.”


    He blinked. “Excuse me?”


    “I spoke with them,” she snapped. “You don’t need someone who can read… whatever the hell language that is. You just need to find one specific word. A simple image recognition program could handle that more quickly and more efficiently.”


    “That’s right,” he agreed. Damn, the woman hadn’t been there a week, and she’d found out all that? From demons?


    What were they doing down there, braiding each other’s hair?


    “So why didn’t you just do that?” she demanded. “Why didn’t you do what I did?”


    Because the programmers keep getting possessed. Which brought him back around to why he was here in the first place. She wasn’t possessed, psychotic, or even ill, after a few days. She was his best and only candidate. “It’s top secret. I couldn’t trust a programmer with this image.”


    “Why is it top secret?”


    He let out a brusque laugh. “Perhaps you don’t understand what ‘top secret’ means.”


    “I’m saying there’s no possible way I can make any sense of it. It’s just a cipher, something encrypted. I was assuming that’s the whole point of the language—to keep stuff secret.”


    Thomas took a step back, evaluating her. Despite the fact that she looked like a cute, irritated librarian, there was real intelligence gleaming in her eyes. She’d survived for four days with some of the most brutal beings he’d ever encountered—and all she had to show for it was one popped seam. And now, despite living at home with her parents, she was still standing toe to toe with him, not backing down—something that most billionaire businessmen had a hard time managing.


    I like this girl, he thought. She was smart, strong. A powerful combination. Sexy, too, he realized.


    He probably shouldn’t focus on that aspect.


    Thomas cleared his throat. “I’d like you to come back to work.”


    Now she blinked. “Excuse me?”


    “You were right. There was an easier way, and you found it,” he said, shifting his voice to the gentle, aw-shucks drawl that had served him surprisingly well in so many business deals. “It’s too late to keep you from knowing about the, er, code—and as you say, you can’t figure it out anyway. So let’s say I trust you by default.”


    Her eyes narrowed. “What’s the catch?”


    “There is no catch. At least, not for you,” he said. “I’m stuck in a predicament because you wound up going where you weren’t supposed to—”


    “Where I was assigned,” she interrupted. “Maggie sent me there.”


    Thomas paused, then growled softly. “Of course she did.” He felt a headache starting to brew behind his eyes. “I’ll have a talk with her. And I can promise that if you take the job, you won’t be reporting to her.”


    Kate tilted her head, surveying him suspiciously. “Why should I?”


    Now it was his turn to cross his arms. “Last we talked, you’re the one who needed the paycheck.”


    He watched as her cream-pale cheeks flushed a dark rose. Her jerky shrug confirmed what he’d thought—she needed the money. “I can always get another assignment.”


    “True,” he said, feeling more confident. “But can they match what I’d be willing to pay?”


    He then named a number, and was gratified to see her emerald eyes go wide. “Holy crap,” she muttered. “For that much, am I supposed to kill somebody, too?”


    She was possibly the least professional person he’d ever worked with, but damned if she didn’t make him chuckle. “No. But I’m going to need you to work with all those documents by yourself. There’s nobody else I can trust with them, and right now, you’re the only one who can use the scanner.”


    She frowned again, absently pushing her glasses up the bridge of her nose in a ridiculously cute offhand gesture. “You trust the guys,” she pointed out. “They’re already working with the documents. Why don’t you have them scan?”


    How to explain the limited mental capacity of an Ammonite demon? “That’s not really in their skill set,” he hedged.


    “Don’t worry. I’ll train them.” She grimaced at him. “And don’t do that.”


    “Don’t do what?” he repeated, baffled.


    “That ‘aw, how cute’ patronizing smile. Trust me, I’m a good trainer,” she said, even as a flash of doubt crossed her face. “Besides, even if I work twenty-four-seven, it will take forever. You get fifty guys on those scanners, you’ll have it done in a few weeks.”


    He crossed his arms. She did have a point—if it worked. “All right. I’ll give you three days to test it,” he relented.


    She took a deep breath—then he saw her glance back toward the house. The blinds shifted a little. She bit her full lower lip, an action that momentarily side-tracked him. She had a nice mouth, he noticed.


    Why am I noticing that?


    Why do I keep noticing her?


    She wasn’t all that beautiful. But there was something about her that clicked with him, that made him feel more focused. He couldn’t tell if that was a good thing or a bad one.


    Then her chin went up, and her eyes gleamed. “Add fifteen percent to that,” she said, “and maybe I’ll consider it.”


    Now his eyes widened. “Isn’t that a little much for a glorified I.T. training position?” he drawled.


    “You’re the one who needs me, pal,” she said, echoing him.


    More true than she knew. “Okay,” he said. “But I’ll probably want you to do some other stuff, too. Personally. For me.”


    Her eyes went round as dinner plates, and that sexy mouth of hers fell open in shock.


    “Administrative stuff,” he amended quickly, then wondered if the sudden heat in his face meant he was turning red. “You know. Filing and, er, typing or something.”


    “Oh. No problem.” She took a deep breath. “There’s one other thing…”


    “You’re one hell of a negotiator. You want a company credit card, too? Maybe you want the limo service to take you to work?”


    “The guys,” she said, and her jaw set stubbornly. She even took a step closer to him, close enough that he could smell the light notes of perfume she was wearing. Her voice dropped to a whisper. “If I work with them, that means they get treated with decency. That means rest breaks, meals, and absolutely no physical abuse.”


    He stared at her, evaluating her. Admiring her.


    “This is a deal-breaker, Thomas. I’m not working anywhere that mistreats people like that.”


    He felt his chest warm, just a little. Al was probably going to shit kittens—but he wanted her. No, he needed her.


    Of course this would be her deal-breaker. It made him happy.


    And ashamed.


    “Deal,” he said, holding out his hand.


    Her hand was surprisingly small in his, her grip surprisingly firm.


    “Deal,” she said, then laughed, a rueful sound. “Feels like I’m making a deal with the devil.”


    “Don’t worry,” he said, his voice dry. “Those need contracts signed in blood.”


    And God, didn’t he know that one.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Eight


    What would you do for a paycheck, huh?


    Kate had barely slept the night before. She told herself that at least this way, she was ensuring that the workers wouldn’t be mistreated. At least, they wouldn’t while she was there, watching… and that was assuming Thomas was a man of his word. Right now, she didn’t trust anyone, least of all the man who had come to her house in his limo, offering a deal she couldn’t refuse.


    And who might still have me killed, right? One to grow on.


    She was here because her parents needed the money. For the first time, they needed her to bail them out. She wasn’t going to hurt people or allow them to be hurt, but she wasn’t going to stand rigidly by her principles and let them lose the house, either.


    Now more than ever, she wasn’t going to fuck it up.


    When the elevator doors opened on the basement floor, Thomas was waiting for her. Unfortunately, he looked as handsome as ever, and her stomach traitorously did a little mambo.


    She’d need to have a little sit-down with her hormones to discuss the finer points of things like ethics and humanity and anything beyond a yummy-looking torso.


    To her surprise, Al was standing next to Thomas, scowling like an octogenarian peanut leaning on his bone-handled cane. “You’ve got some nerve, missy,” he said, by way of greeting.


    “Good morning to you, too.” She refused to let him cow her. He’d gotten away with torturing the guys because no one would stand up to him. She figured he was like any other abuser—blaming the victim and doing whatever he could get away with.


    Well, fuck that.


    She was laden down with shopping bags. He ignored her as she put the stuff on a table, pointing a gnarled, pencil-thin finger at her instead.


    “You think you can handle this crew? Do you have any idea what they’ve done? What they’re capable of?”


    Kate felt her back go straight as a ruler. “I think they’re capable of a lot,” she said, with exaggerated cheer meant for maximum annoyance. “They’ll find your documents in no time!”


    If Al’s scowl went any deeper, you would see it on the other side of his head. “Let’s just see how long you survive down here, girl.” His voice had an almost wolf-like growl.


    “Oh, that reminds me,” Thomas said, pulling a folded document out of his breast pocket with a flourish.


    “That reminds you?” Kate asked, bewildered.


    Thomas smiled. Damn his nice smile. He held out the document and a pen. “Paperwork. You’re not a temp anymore—you’ll be my employee.”


    She glanced at Al, then back at Thomas.


    “Answering directly to me,” Thomas added. She could hear Al’s teeth grinding like the gears on a truck, and she suppressed her own grin of relief. Working for Al would suck.


    She glanced over the paperwork. “I don’t have to sign in blood, right?”


    “You told her?” Al said. “Well, I doubt her soul’s worth much, but every bit helps, I suppose.”


    “Not this time,” Thomas said, frowning at Al.


    “Very funny,” Kate muttered, signing.


    Al stepped up to her. He smelled like tobacco, she noticed, and cedar. And dust.


    “You’re not going to get anywhere,” he said. “This lot? Incorrigible. They’ll see how soft you are, and they’ll use you. Without the lash, they won’t do anything. They’re lazy, they’re conniving, and they’ll do whatever they can to screw you over.”


    “You can’t go around hitting people to get them to work!” Kate felt like shaking the old man. “We’re not building the pyramids here! What’s wrong with you?”


    His eyes widened. “They’re not exactly people.”


    Thomas made a warning noise. They both ignored him.


    Kate stepped up to the old man—and noticed she was about three inches taller. “They’re people to me. If they don’t get treated humanely, then I walk. That was the deal.”


    “You’re challenging me, girl?” Al’s onyx eyes gleamed; she couldn’t tell if he was pissed or thrilled. “Because I know exactly how to handle women, and other subordinate creatures who don’t know their place.”


    “You hit me, old man,” she said, in a low voice, “and you’d better—”


    “All right, you two, that’s enough,” Thomas said, stepping between them. “Al, that was the arrangement. You’ll be here as facilitator, but Kate’s in charge of the… guys for right now. She’s going to train them on how to use the scanner.”


    Kate nodded, feeling a little boost of triumph as Al glowered—and backed down.


    “But Kate,” Thomas said, “if the guys give you a hard time, or don’t do the work—if you don’t have the twelve names in one month—then we’re going to have to come up with a different solution.”


    She glanced around. There were mountains of paperwork. As in the warehouse scene in Raiders of the Lost Ark scale. The stuff seemed endless.


    Al was the one grinning triumphantly now. She could only imagine what the “different solution” would be if she failed.


    You should get out of here, her conscience murmured.


    This place is dangerous, her subconscious warned.


    But as she was looking at the paperwork, she saw that the guys were looking at her, too. Some with puzzlement, some with gloating—but some with a tentative, almost curious shine of hope in their eyes. Best of all, it seemed like Dexter was gone.


    She saw Slim, who nodded at her, smiling.


    She straightened. “We’ll find your names,” she said to Thomas, but then addressed the group. “Right, guys?”


    They looked at one another. “Yes?” Slim answered for them tentatively.


    She sighed. “Okay. We’ll practice the teamwork,” she muttered to herself, then stepped in front of them.


    Thomas stepped next to her, his arms crossed. “For the time being, Kate is going to be the one directing you. The Overseer is not.”


    They definitely looked surprised at that one.


    “She will teach you to use the machinery,” Thomas said. “And she’ll make sure that I get the results I need. She’s my employee,” he emphasized. “So I don’t want there to be any… incidents. Understood?”


    Incidents? Kate thought, but then Thomas turned to her. “Care to address the troops?”


    She cleared her throat. They were all staring at her, nervous, expectant. Some were even looking at her warily, like she’d pull out a cattle prod and go to town.


    “Well, let me start off by saying that there’s a new sheriff in town,” she said.


    They stared blankly.


    “Don’t know that one. Ah.” She felt her cheeks heat, but she plowed forward. “We need to find twelve names… Well, eleven now. Based on a special symbol,” she said, holding up the picture.


    “We know that,” one of the guys said, his voice sulky. “Why do we need to use the machines?”


    “It will be faster. More efficient, fewer mistakes. A lot less reading.”


    Their expressions showed they were obviously unsure about this whole situation.


    “Also, your schedule’s going to change a bit,” she said. “You’ll get rest breaks. You’ll have meals. And you won’t get beaten or physically punished.”


    Now they looked gobsmacked.


    “So… how do you think we will work?” a man asked. Unlike the first guy, he wasn’t being a smart-ass—he seemed genuinely stunned. You mean people actually work without being beaten? How does that happen?


    “Oh, honey,” she murmured, then walked over to the shopping bags. “Gentlemen, I’d like to introduce you to…”


    She held up a box of Ho Hos.


    “The Incentive Plan.”


    From that moment, she had them riveted. Within the next hour, she had them paying attention to her every word. By lunch—which Thomas provided—they were steadily trying to work their scanners, although she swore she saw one of them sniff it.


    “First box of Ho Ho’s to the guy who meets his quota by dinner,” she said, and was gratified when they let out a ragged cheer. She decided that the Ho Hos were like gold, and so she went to ask Al if he could at least lock the suckers away—being in control of someone’s happiness seemed up his Evil Overlord alley.


    Al was on the phone, she noticed, and he didn’t know she was there. “This is a farce,” he told whoever was on the other line. “But probably a short one.”


    She felt her chin go up. Well, it wasn’t a surprise that he didn’t believe in her. It would be a surprise when she got the names without a single whiplash—surprise for you, asshole.


    “Well, I don’t expect her to last that long.”


    She’d heard that before, too, from nicer places than this. She grinned smugly.


    “If the workers don’t murder her,” he said, “I imagine exposure to the contracts will cause possession, if not insanity, in a matter of days, at that.”


    She froze.


    Wait, what?


    …


    Thomas was proud of himself for not going down to the basement to check on the progress until lunchtime. He figured it was natural to have some eagerness—the contracts they found would be the key to saving his ass and his soul, not necessarily in that order—and he was wary, as well. He’d found out about the two dead temps when he’d first arrived in Oakland, and their deaths preyed on him. He didn’t balk at the idea of death, or even killing, considering what he needed to do in the next year. But stupidity and careless, pointless deaths were unacceptable. They’d died because only he—and by extension, “his” people—were protected. Temps did not count. The employment contract Kate had signed would prevent the demons from killing her.


    At least, he hoped.


    He wasn’t sure if any other bodily harm was included in that, or if Al had conveniently left another “loophole.” Despite the surprisingly ironclad nature of these metaphysical contracts, there was always a loophole.


    Just like in the “real” world.


    He also wasn’t sure if Kate was in the throes of possession, like Pablo from I.T. had been. He dreaded the thought of seeing that ugly, misshapen process hitting Kate.


    So why are you risking her?


    He set his jaw, stepping out as the elevator doors opened on the sublevel, ignoring the slight but insistent nudges of his conscience. He was risking her because he had to. He needed the names. He needed to get free before Cyril took possession of his soul and his will.


    He’d protect her as best he could. With the amount of money he was paying her, and the bonuses he’d lavish on her, he felt certain he’d make it up to her. But for right now, risking her was a necessary evil.


    Sure. You keep telling yourself that.


    Yagi was there in the basement, waiting. Thomas had sent him to check on the progress several times, saying to only report if something had gone seriously wrong. While he trusted Yagi, he got the feeling Yagi’s definition of “seriously wrong” and his were probably grossly different.


    “Is she okay?” Thomas said without preamble. Then he scowled. Damned sneaky conscience.


    Yagi’s eyebrow shot up at the question. “She’s shockingly well.”


    Thomas stopped. “What do you mean?”


    “She got them to use the scanners. She drew pictures on a flip chart. She’s got stickers for those of them going through the paperwork correctly; she’s already distributed two boxes of… Ho Hos.” He made a sneer of disgust. “It’s like demon daycare.”


    “Woot! We have another winner!” Thomas heard Kate yell. He glanced over to see her on a table-top, her red hair pulled up in a jaunty ponytail, her face bright with excitement.


    The demons at her feet yelled “Woot!” in response.


    She presented a box of Ho Hos, and the demon who won was grinning like a five year old—while simultaneously fighting off other demons who were scrabbling for his prize.


    “Hey, now,” Kate said, snapping at them. Physically snapping her fingers at demons. “Fair’s fair. You can win your own box!”


    Thomas waited for the teeth to bare, the snarls to start. They might not be able to kill her, but they could sure as hell frighten her.


    But they didn’t.


    The damned things backed down. A couple of them with sheepish expressions.


    Thomas turned to Yagi. “Okay, what just happened there?”


    “I have never seen anything like it,” Yagi hissed. “And I survived the Oni Uprising of Forty-Five.”


    Thomas had no idea what that meant, but from the sounds of it, it wasn’t good. “Is it the sugar?” He made a mental note to stock up on Ho Hos.


    “No. I think it’s her.”


    “You positive?”


    “It’s like she has them in thrall, somehow.” Yagi nodded at Al, who was watching the proceedings, seething. “If she didn’t, your sour friend wouldn’t be quite so upset.”


    “Has she found any more signatories?”


    “Three since the first hour.”


    Thomas felt a punch of triumph. “No wonder Al’s pissed.” Considering the amount of time Thomas had wasted on Al’s suggestions, he was pretty pissed himself. “And she’s showing no signs of possession?”


    “None that I can see.”


    Thomas caught the edge in Yagi’s voice. “You don’t sound happy about that.”


    “She should be insane. She should be dead, Thomas. It’s unnatural.” Yagi paused meaningfully. “And it’s suspicious.”


    “Everything’s suspicious to you,” Thomas said, nonetheless feeling a little twinge of alarm skitter across the back of his neck. “In fact, that’s why I hired you. You get to be paranoid for me.”


    “I’m not joking,” Yagi said quietly. “The only reason I can think of for why she isn’t possessed as a result of contracts exposure is that she’s already possessed by someone else… Or that she’s already signed.”


    That stopped Thomas cold. “What do you mean, already signed?”


    “If she has already signed her soul over to someone, it’s not in play. Possession is not an option in that case,” Yagi explained. “It would be like renting out an apartment that’s already occupied.”


    Already signed. He could just imagine who would have signed her… and sent her. “How do we know for sure?”


    Yagi closed his eyes, going still as a stone. Then he glared at Kate.


    Kate chose that moment to look over. She winced at Yagi’s expression, turning away.


    Thomas held his breath.


    Yagi was still glaring. The demons around Kate started to fidget, squirming uncomfortably. One stood up, moving to the far side of the room.


    Kate sneaked another glance at Yagi. Then she frowned, sending Thomas a look. What’s up with him?


    If Yagi glared any harder, Thomas thought, his eyes would literally shoot flames.


    Kate stared back.


    Then slowly, deliberately, she crossed her eyes, sticking out her tongue.


    Yagi coughed, trying to cover a laugh. “All right. She’s not possessed.”


    “What, because she made a face at you?”


    “No,” Yagi said, his tone regaining its solemnity. “When you hired me, I mentioned that I have… let’s say a close relationship with oni—demons. I am powerful enough to sense and manipulate all but the most powerful of them. If she had been possessed, I would have been able to control her like a marionette.”


    “That’s how you exorcised Pablo,” Thomas remembered, then winced at the memory. “So you think she’s signed.”


    “That would be my guess, yes.”


    “I want confirmation,” Thomas said. “If Cyril sent her… Damn it. I need to know.”


    “I do have one way of confirming if she’s been signed or not.” Yagi reached into his breast pocket, pulled out a red envelope.


    “What’s that?” Thomas peered at the thing.


    “A scroll. It’s an ancient Asian form of magic,” Yagi said, pulling an ivory sheet of paper out of the envelope. “Think of it as a sensor, and a sort of booby trap. Get Kate to touch it—have her pick it up, say—and if she’s unsigned, nothing will happen to her.”


    Thomas started to reach for it, and Yagi yanked it back.


    “If anyone who has signed his soul touches it,” Yagi said apologetically, putting it back into his suit jacket, “it will kill him.”


    “Oh.” Thomas swallowed, tucking his hands under his folded arms. Close call. “So if she’s signed, and she touches it…”


    “You want to know for sure,” Yagi reminded him. “This will be proof positive.”


    Thomas looked at Kate. She was still sending irritated glances at them, even as she patted a demon on the back. The demon looked startled, then sent her a slow, tentative smile.


    “Don’t forget to drink water,” she said. “And everybody gets a stretch break after two hours! Think ergonomics!”


    “What if Cyril didn’t sign her?” Thomas asked. “What if someone else did?”


    Yagi shrugged. “It’s not really that specific. But if we know she’s definitely signed her soul to someone, I have other spells that might help. Ones I can use on the body,” he clarified.


    The body. Thomas recoiled slightly.


    But who else would send a signed soul into his business? And even if it wasn’t Cyril—what other purpose would she have here?


    She might be cute. But he wasn’t fucking around here. He couldn’t afford to be blinded by her, and he couldn’t give Cyril any advantages.


    “Give me the envelope in something I can touch without killing myself,” Thomas said slowly. “I’ll make sure she gives it a go.”


    Yagi nodded with approval, and Thomas motioned to Kate. She walked over.


    “We’ve got four names,” she said, giving a sidelong look at Yagi. “It’s going great. We keep this up, we’ll have those twelve docs in no time.”


    “Yagi, can you give us a second?”


    Yagi nodded silently, then stalked off.


    “Okay, what the hell?” Kate murmured, pouring herself a paper cup of water from the nearby fountain. “What’s his problem?”


    “He’s just like that,” Thomas said.


    “Well, tell him if he keeps mean-mugging people in Oakland like that, he’s going to get his ass kicked,” she muttered, then took a long draw. “God, I’m parched. I feel like I’ve been trying to sell time-shares. It’s insane.”


    “It’s working,” Thomas said, with true approval. “I wanted to thank you. Also, I wanted to talk to you about some stuff I’ve been mulling over.”


    “Um, okay.” She looked at him expectantly.


    “Not here,” Thomas said. He could just imagine what would happen if she dropped dead in the middle of the demons. “I’d like you to stop by my office after work. Is that okay?”


    “Your office. Yeah, sure,” she said, nodding.


    He nodded back. “Really good job,” he added inanely.


    “And strangely, all without a whip.” Her tone was dry, almost analytic. Hell, she sounded like Yagi.


    “I didn’t peg you as an ‘I told you so’ kind of girl.”


    “Guess we both misjudged each other,” she said softly.


    He grimaced. “We all do what we have to do to get by, right?”


    “Better the devil you know,” she said, toasting him with the water. “Okay, my break’s over. I’ll see you after shift. Boss.”


    He nodded.


    Yeah, he’d see her.


    And then see, he thought regretfully, if she lives.

  


  
    


    Chapter Nine


    Thomas was still brooding in his office when Kate showed up. Yagi had given him the… whatever the hell it was, magic scroll or paper or whatever. It was tucked into an interoffice envelope that was currently sitting on his desk. The thing made him feel nervous, like he was sitting with dynamite sweating nitro.


    If I touch that thing, it’ll kill me.


    What was worse, if he died, he knew where he was headed, and had a small foretaste of just how painful that would be.


    And I could be sentencing Kate to exactly that.


    Thomas closed his eyes. He was up against the wall. He only had a year to do what he needed to, and if she had signed her soul, odds were good that she deserved exactly what she was getting.


    Just like you, huh?


    His eyes popped open when he heard a knock on his door. “Come in,” he rasped, then cleared his throat.


    Kate walked in, looking frazzled. Her wavy red hair had mostly escaped from the ponytail, and her glasses were slightly askew on her face. Her khaki skirt was smudged with dirt and her sweater looked like it had a coffee spill on it. Her eyes, those brilliant emerald eyes of hers, looked exhausted.


    “Found five today,” she said, nodding. “Things slowed down a little after lunch.”


    “Why? You let them have naps?”


    He didn’t know why he found it fascinating, the way her full lips pulled into a stern line of disapproval. She looked like a teacher with a need to discipline. She also went straight around his desk, not sitting across from it, and got into his face. His body tightened as she got closer, even as he grinned at her gumption.


    “They needed a break. A lot of them have been working on no sleep.”


    Guilt pecked at him. “I know, Kate. It’s been a rough haul, but trust me when I say the work they’re doing—you’re doing—is vitally important. Besides, the conditions might be rough, but they’re temporary.”


    “You don’t want me to work overnight, do you?” she asked, aghast.


    The vision of her, reporting to him alone in his office late at night, suddenly rocked him. She’d have a pencil holding up those red curls in a loose bun, and she’d take off her glasses and maybe shake her hair down, and it would sort of cascade in slow motion…


    And I’ll stop myself right there. He shook his head, trying to shake off the reverie. She’s an employee. And this isn’t a music video, for Christ’s sake.


    She was looking at him like he was some kind of slave driver, and he realized he hadn’t answered. “I’ve had people pull all-nighters, and yes, the guys stay here,” he said, leaning his weight against his desk. “But no, you don’t need to work overnight.”


    Kate bit her lip, and he found himself staring at the innocent little gesture. “Why do they stay here?” she finally asked, her voice hesitant.


    “They’re a long way from home,” Thomas said. “The other reasons are, well, not illegal… but not something I want to discuss.”


    She nodded but didn’t look convinced. She probably thought he was the biggest bastard on the planet. Ordinarily, that wouldn’t bother him—he was used to a lot worse judgment from a lot harsher people, and outside opinion tended to give him a raging case of the fuck-its—but he didn’t like seeing the disappointment in those pretty eyes of hers.


    “I didn’t want them to be treated that way initially,” he heard himself say.


    “Oh?” She sounded unconvinced. She crossed her arms, refusing to sit down. “So why did you?”


    He frowned. “They… hurt some temps.”


    Kate’s eyes popped wide. “No way.”


    “I need them, because they know the language and because we signed a contract,” Thomas said, keeping as close to the truth as he could. “But they crossed the line. They wanted to act like animals, they got treated like animals.”


    She stared at him, then her pale skin went a little paler. He cursed himself. Why was he telling her all this? He’d brought her here to test her, not get on her good side. Or, at this point, scare her.


    “I just can’t believe it. Some of them are really sweet…” She swallowed.


    “But a few of them aren’t, right?”


    She nodded. “I’ve had a bad run-in, yeah, and some of them are a little macho. But Slim’s kept them in line.”


    “I’ve made it clear what happens to them if another woman gets hurt on my watch.”


    She quirked an eyebrow. “Only women, huh?”


    Thomas frowned. “Well, anybody,” he amended. “And Al… well, I’m not even going to get into my working relationship with Al. But that’s not why I asked you up here anyway.”


    She finally sat down, looking at him curiously. “Why did you ask me up here? You said you had questions.”


    He’d thought carefully about how he was going to pull this off. He didn’t want her to get suspicious, and saying, Hey, could you touch this piece of paper? and then sending her off if she didn’t drop dead in the middle of his office would probably seem a little questionable.


    “I wanted to ask you about continuing work when this contract piece is done,” he said instead, leaning back in his chair.


    “No.” The word was out of her mouth before he finished his sentence. He quirked an eyebrow at her interruption, and at least she blushed. “I mean— Sorry. I, uh, don’t think I’m cut out for working for a big corporation.”


    “That’s such a cop out.”


    Now her eyebrows jumped to her hairline. “Excuse me?”


    “Come on. You can handle everything I’ve dished out at you and then some,” he said, forgetting momentarily that this was a ruse. “You’re one of the most competent women I’ve ever met. I think you could not only handle this job—you could knock it out of the park.”


    Her hard expression softened. “Really? You think so?”


    “I really do.” He sighed. “I think you could be amazing.”


    She smiled, and it was like sunlight through honeycomb, warm and bright and sweet. He felt himself straighten in his chair, grinning back at her.


    “What do you want me to do?”


    “Huh?” He blinked. “Oh. Right. The job. It’d be, uh…”


    She stared at him like he was simple, and for a second, he felt it.


    Snap out of it. Get in the game.


    “Um, it’d be executive assistant.”


    “Oh. To whom?”


    “To me.”


    She stared at him for a second, in shock.


    Then she burst out laughing.


    He struggled not to feel insulted. “Problem?”


    “No, no. It’s just… I don’t know. I think that you’d need someone more…” She gestured at herself, from shoulders to toes. “Together.”


    “It’s not the package, it’s the performance,” he said, feeling a little smug. “Although you’re right, there would be certain, ah, image elements that would need to be maintained.”


    “Image elements?” She sounded suspicious. “Like what?”


    “Wardrobe, for starters,” he said, and saw her face get into that stubborn expression that he perversely enjoyed. It was the enjoyment that flagged him. Stick to business. The job offer was the cover. The real issue was tucked in an envelope on his desk. “Well, I just wanted to introduce the concept to you, have you mull it over.”


    He took a deep breath, wondering why he was so focused on her—why he was letting himself get so distracted. She was cute, no question. Still, he was around attractive women fairly frequently. He owned a fashion line, a movie studio, had ties to expensive and lavish resorts, hobnobbed with celebutantes. So why did he keep letting himself get sidetracked by Kate? Even his attraction to her didn’t explain his reticence.


    The answer hit him like a thunderclap.


    He could be going from flirty banter one second to a dead redhead on his floor in the next.


    I’m distracting myself because I don’t want to kill her.


    “Okay,” Kate said, starting to get up—getting ready to walk away.


    He swallowed, hard. Then took a deep breath.


    “There’s a job description in the envelope over there,” he heard himself say, like a disembodied voice he barely recognized as his own. “On the corner of the desk.”


    She picked up the interoffice envelope. “This?”


    “That’s the one,” he drawled. Then held his breath.


    She opened the envelope, pulling out the red sleeve. She stared at it, obviously puzzled. “This?” she repeated.


    He frowned. Did she need to hold the scroll itself?


    “Huh.” He swallowed again, then forced out the words. “What’s in it?”


    Her fingers touched the ivory parchment.


    He gritted his teeth.


    She flipped the page over. “It looks like one of those things from Chinese New Year,” she said, her expression baffled. “Except—is that Japanese?”


    He felt like all the breath exploded out of him, and he forced himself to sound calm. “Weird. Must be something of Yagi’s.” It was supposed to sound casual, but it sounded strangled to his own ears.


    She held it out to him.


    “No!” he barked, then winced at her shocked expression. “I mean, just put it back in the envelope. That job description should be around here somewhere.” He made a big show of going through the mess of folders on his credenza—which, unfortunately, was not just there for show—until she got the deadly scroll thing back in the envelope. Then he sighed. “Sorry, I can’t find it. I guess you see now why I need an executive assistant.”


    “Seriously,” she agreed, instead of politely demurring. Which didn’t surprise him, now that he thought about it. “How does someone like you, super billionaire guy, manage without an assistant? Travel, meetings, stuff like that?”


    “Technically, I have a bunch of assistants,” he said. “Temps that Maggie hires. We’ve got the travel agency. And I know how to use a calendar,” he added.


    “And that works?”


    He smirked at the doubtful surprise in her voice. “More or less.”


    Before he knew it, she was standing next to him again. He caught a whiff of her perfume—something sunshiny and floral today.


    “At the very least you need a better filing system,” she mused. Then, without warning, she scooped up the folders.


    “Hey!”


    She scanned the papers, then scooped them up as well. He watched in shock as she sat down in his leather chair.


    “This is, like, four months old… These are copies… This is a newsletter… You’ve got a file for this, don’t you, over there,” she muttered, biting her lower lip as her glasses slipped a bit lower on the bridge of her nose. “These can go here, and you’ve got a ‘to read’ folder that’s ready to explode, might want to revisit. Otherwise, these things go here, this goes in interoffice, and voila. You’re good.”


    She replaced folders in the standing rack, leaving his credenza gleaming.


    “Damn,” he murmured. “I’m not kidding. I really, really want to hire you.”


    She grinned, looking cocky, her chin up. “Blinded by my mad filing skills. I get that all the time.”


    He grinned back. Then, due to some crazy cocktail of relief that she hadn’t died, gratitude at her competence, all piled on top of the stupid, persistent attraction he already felt for her… He leaned forward, framed her face with his hands, and kissed her.


    The last thing he consciously registered was a squeak of surprise from her before he just felt the soft, warm heat of her lips under his. It had been a long time since he’d kissed anyone. It had been a favorite pastime, he vaguely remembered, before all this. So there was the comfort of that.


    And then there was just her. Pure, unadulterated Kate.


    She was even better than he’d suspected.


    She tasted like chocolate, he realized, just an undercurrent of something sweet and rich. He didn’t mean to deepen the kiss, but he’d already come this far, and the thought of stopping made his whole body shudder in protest.


    He figured she’d either kick the shit out of him or sue him. Right now, he didn’t care. He was going for it.


    She sighed, and he realized there was a third option when she smoothed her hands up his shirt, under his jacket, and nestled in.


    It was like pushing the launch sequence on a rocket. He wove his hands into her hair, freeing it from the last restraint of the ponytail, feeling it wash like a silk wave over his fingertips. He kissed her harder, ignoring everything else, even the vague, nagging sounds of something…


    “Thomas!”


    He tore away on a gasp. Kate was pulling his jacket lapels, and she looked dazed, her glasses fogged up.


    “What?” he snapped.


    Maggie was standing in his doorway, looking scandalized—and hurt.


    “You’ve got a call coming from Tokyo,” Maggie said, her voice breaking. Then, after leveling a murderous glare at Kate, she turned on her stiletto heel and stalked out.


    I’m going to pay for that one, he thought, and guilt stabbed at him. He stepped back from Kate.


    “I’m sorry,” he said. “That was so inappropriate. I just… You’re really funny, and I like you, and I… Shit. I’m sorry.”


    She smiled. “You’re funny, and I like you, too,” she said, then cleared her throat briskly. “And wow, that was a mistake, so let’s just pretend it didn’t happen, okay?”


    That grated at him, but he nodded. “Good idea. I’ll, uh, be more careful next time.”


    “Me, too.”


    He smiled. “You’re pretty cool, Kate. Think the job offer over?”


    She nodded, even as her eyes said hell, no. “I’ll, um, see you tomorrow.” And she hurried out.


    Thomas rubbed his hands over his face. What the hell was that? What just happened?


    Whatever it was, can it happen again? Soon?


    Logically, he knew that it was foolish. Probably just some combination of attraction and timing and… Damn it, it had felt really good. There. He’d admitted it.


    Still, it would be beyond foolish to pursue it a second time. It would be dangerous. For both of them.


    When he moved his hands away, Yagi was standing there, arms crossed, face placid as a mirror-calm lake.


    “Well,” Yagi said, “she’s not dead.”


    “No, she sure isn’t.”


    Yagi’s eyebrow quirked for a second with that, then he frowned. “Which leaves us with one question.”‘


    “What’s that? She’s not signed to anyone.”


    “True,” Yagi countered. “And she’s not possessed. I don’t know why, but she’s somehow immune.”


    Thomas frowned. He hadn’t thought of that. “Which means…?”


    “Which means we don’t know what she is. I’m calling the private investigator. I want to know everything there is to know about Kate O’Hara,” Yagi said, shrugging. “We still may have to kill her, after all.”


    …


    “No way.” Prue handed Kate a mocha in a huge blue ceramic mug, her brown eyes wide. “No. Way.”


    “Way.” Kate took a sip. God, she needed this. After the weirdness at Fiendish, she’d made sure the guys were off for the night—she’d insisted that I.T. bring down a big TV and DVD, and they were watching “non-violent entertainment,” mostly cartoons. Al and that Yagi guy had both been adamant about that. Now, she was finally where she wanted to be, at Jung at Heart, the bookstore/coffee shop/mystical emporium where Prue worked.


    She hadn’t told Prue about the kiss. Yet. She knew she should—but taking the job there was embarrassing enough. One humiliating detail at a time.


    You are like the patron saint of fuck-ups. Kissing the boss? Kissing a billionaire, uber-rich, probably evil guy?


    And her parents thought her weed-dealing boyfriend back in high school was bad.


    Kate squirmed uncomfortably in the ancient, tapestry-upholstered sofa, ignoring Prue’s pointed stare. “Mmm, this is good. Ghirardelli chocolate syrup?”


    “Yes, and don’t try to distract me.” Prue leaned against the counter, her gold eyes like lasers. “This asshole has smuggled illegal immigrants stowed down in his basement, and now… you’re on the payroll?”


    “No, he’s not an asshole, and yes, I’m on the payroll.” Kate sighed heavily, taking another comforting sip of mocha. “And they’re not illegal immigrants. Although he mentioned they’re actually prisoners. Like, gnarly violent offender felons.”


    “So he says. Which, by the way, totally justifies them being starved and beaten,” Prue said, and Kate suddenly regretted calling Prue on the BART after she’d been fired. “And why in the world would he choose violent felons to go through a bunch of weird documents? When I’m thinking of cheap labor to go through paperwork, I don’t think, ‘Hey, you know who would be perfect for this? Murderers!’”


    “First, I don’t think he knew about the conditions. Second, they’re being treated fairly now—rest breaks, plenty of food, enough time to relax at night,” Kate interjected, ignoring Prue’s sarcasm. “It was one of the conditions of me working there.”


    “Oh really?” Prue rolled her eyes. “And how long do you think that’s gonna last?”


    “Prue, damn it, I’m doing the best I can.” The words were torn from her. “You didn’t hear my father’s voice when he was talking to Uncle Felix. The thought of losing the house… it’ll destroy them. Dad and Mom, I mean.”


    Prue’s gaze softened, and she sank down on the couch next to Kate, giving her a shoulder hug. “It sucks,” she said, nudging Kate’s head with her own. “All the way around.”


    “Yeah, but it’s what I’ve got.”


    They sat there, silent, for a second.


    “There’s no other way you can make money?” Prue finally asked.


    Kate shrugged. “I could always hook.”


    Prue snorted. “Yeah, I hear flat redheads are all the rage on the streets these days.”


    “Bitch.” Kate nudged her hard with her shoulder, and Prue laughed. Kate chuckled with her. It was a relief… a little pressure release.


    “Besides, it’s been like, what, a year since you got any play, yeah?” Prue shook her head. “Ever since that dweeb. What was his name?”


    “Jake.” Kate shuddered. “The slam poet?”


    “The limp kisser.”


    “Ugh. Don’t remind me.”


    “You need to get some,” Prue declared. “That might at least help put a rosier glow on the rest of the crap.”


    “Yeah,” Kate agreed, then hastily picked up her mocha and took a sip, hoping the soup-bowl-sized cup would hide any telltale blush.


    She’d done plenty of stupid stuff in her past—age twenty-four to twenty-six qualified in their entirety—but she’d never, ever gone so far as to kiss her boss.


    He kissed me first. I kissed back in self-defense.


    She sighed heavily, drinking the rest of the mocha in a few large gulps, like a gunfighter taking a swig of whiskey.


    Prue smiled, shaking her head hard enough for her dreads to bounce around like snakes doing aerobics. “You know what they say, the universe doesn’t close one door without opening another one.”


    “Yeah, but those hallways are a bitch.”


    “You need a reading,” Prue said, patting her knee. “Let me get my cards.”


    Prue came from a long line of psychics and Tarot readers, so she really did feel that was a useful, even practical, line of action. She was good, too.


    What the hell, Kate thought. I could use all the advice I can get.


    “You know,” Kate said, as Prue pulled out a small ebony box and cleared off the coffee table, “I still think you could have a rockin’ online business.”


    Prue made a face. “Online readings,” she muttered, the same way most people said “bestiality.”


    “Hey, it could work.”


    “I live simple, and I like working for the Madame.”


    Kate giggled. “Now that sounds like you’re the hooker.”


    Prue let out a long-suffering sigh. “Focus, Pinky. Okay?”


    Kate closed her eyes, stifling any further humor. She took a few deep breaths, just like she’d been taught when Prue still held out hope that Kate could meditate. “Okay, what am I thinking about?”


    “Think about what you need to know.”


    Kate got a little somber as she cleared her mind. I want to know if I’m making the biggest mistake of my life. I want to know if I’ll be able to get my parents out of this jam. I want to know if I’ll ever find work that makes me feel like I’m finally doing something good.


    She squinched her eyes shut. Oh, and I’d like to know if I’m going to find love or at least get laid. It’s been a while… my boss notwithstanding.


    And no, he does not count.


    She finished shuffling the heavy, slippery cards and handed them in a pile over to Prue. A card fell out during the transfer, and Kate moved to retrieve it.


    “Nope, we’ve got a jumper,” Prue said, grabbing it herself and putting it face-up on the battered oak table. A hooded skull with a scythe grinned back at her. “Oh, good. Death card.”


    “That’s promising.”


    “Remember? Death card’s a good one,” Prue said. “It means change, which you’ve got in spades. Your uncle’s publishing company going under, moving back in with your parents…”


    “Again, whoopee.”


    “Relax. It rarely means physical death.”


    “Rarely?”


    “Hush,” Prue said, starting to flip cards like a blackjack dealer. Then her face turned into a blank mask—the look that Kate knew, from experience, meant she’d seen something bad. “Hmmm. This is… um, interesting.”


    There was a picture of what looked like part of a castle getting struck by lightning. People were falling headfirst out the windows, which were filled with fire.


    “That can’t be good,” Kate muttered.


    “It’s The Tower,” Prue said, and she sounded apologetic. “It means… well, change, basically.”


    “So it’s like the Death card?”


    Prue bit her lip. “The Death card is good change—when you let go, surrender to what’s coming, and ride the wave.”


    “So what’s the difference with the Tower?”


    “The Tower is when the universe has been trying to tell you something by tapping you on the shoulder, and you’ve been ignoring it,” Prue answered. “After a while, it stops tapping and just, um…”


    “What?”


    “Smacks the shit out of you.”


    Kate stared at Prue, wondering if she was joking. The nervous look in her friend’s eyes suggested she wasn’t.


    “Great. Just great.” She picked up her cup. “Barista, I’ll take another, please. Pure chocolate this time. I need a belt of the hard stuff.”


    “Don’t worry, chica,” Prue said, trying unsuccessfully to comfort her. “I’ll be here. Besides, the Death card jumped out. If you just learn to ride the wave, odds are good you’ll be carried to a great new adventure.”


    “Sure, sure,” Kate said, as Prue made her a hot chocolate. “Besides… how bad could it be, right?”


    The bell on the entryway rang out like a gunshot as someone shoved the door open. Jumping, Kate spun.


    “What the hell?” she blurted.


    Nan Temper walked in, holding a rosewood cane and shuffling. Her robes were a royal purple, almost like a sari, embroidered with gold thread. They were at odds with the bright blue Reebok sneakers she was shuffling in. Her hair was gray, in dreads like Prue’s, except down to her waist. She tilted her head, eyes bright as a bird’s.


    “Nan Temper?” Prue said, her mouth dropping open as she rushed around the counter to the smaller woman. “What are you doing here? Is everything all right? You know you’re not supposed to drive at night.”


    “Is this her?” Nan Temper said, shoving off Prue’s well-meaning hands. “Is this the girl who gave you that filth?”


    “Pardon?” Kate asked, taken aback.


    The little old woman stood in front of her, eyes blazing like hot coals. “Do you even know what you gave her?”


    “You mean… the contract?” Kate ventured. “The symbol I gave Prue?”


    “You knew!” Nan’s hand shot out, and she gripped Kate’s wrist in a painful vise. “You knew, and you let her handle something so evil?”


    “Ouch! What?” Kate said, aghast. “What are you talking about? It was just some paperwork from my office!”


    “Oh, it’s paperwork, all right,” Nan muttered darkly, not releasing her grip. “Someone sells his soul to the devil, this is the paperwork. It’s binding—and unbreakable except by death.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Ten


    Kate couldn’t help it. After the stress of the day, she burst into laughter. “You’re telling me that’s a contract with the Devil?”


    “It’s one symbol from a contract,” Nan Temper spat out, dropping the thing on the coffee table. Prue stared at it curiously. “Which is the only reason I’m not beating you for letting my little Prudence touch it. If you’d given her a full contract…” She let the words trail off menacingly, and gripped her cane hard enough for her knuckles to crack. Seriously—crack.


    Kate looked at the paper, then at Prue. “Are you kidding me?”


    “Do I look like I’m kidding, child?”


    Nan’s face looked like the grim reaper… if the grim reaper were black, female, short, and pissed as hell. Kate took a deep breath, sending another quick look at Prue, who shrugged.


    “You know I love Prue like a sister,” she started. “I would never give her anything that I thought would hurt her, and I swear I didn’t realize it was dangerous. How was I supposed to know that one weird symbol thing could hurt somebody?”


    Nan’s narrowed eyes didn’t give her the benefit of the doubt.


    “Besides, I know this company isn’t the nicest, and they have some really sinister business practices, but Satanism? I just don’t see it.”


    Insanity. Possession. Kate remembered Al saying something like that. But it just seemed like bullshit, just a big, hyperbolic metaphor or something.


    Wasn’t it?


    “Do you believe in the Downbelow?” Nan got into Kate’s face, her bony finger poking Kate’s chest. “When was the last time you thought your soul was truly in danger?”


    “First time I had sex,” Kate said without thinking, then blushed when Prue let out a surprised bark of laughter. Even Nan seemed to soften a little, backing up a step.


    “This is serious. You don’t know how serious,” Nan said, sinking into a chair. “Tell me a little about this company you’re working for. How did you come to find this paper?”


    Slowly, Kate explained about Fiendish and the boys in the basement. Prue looked even more worried.


    “I need to look into this. Talk to some people… old contacts,” Nan muttered, seemingly to herself. Then her gaze bore into Kate. “You need to quit. Now.”


    “I can’t. I need this job.”


    “Even if you don’t value your soul, you should value your life,” Nan pointed out, nudging the paper with her cane. “You already know too much. As soon as you cease being useful, you’re going to be signed on or in the ground.”


    “Nan,” Prue interjected, handing her a cup of tea, “why would he have a bunch of contracts? Is he signing people up?”


    “Probably,” Nan said. “It’s a way to gain power. I never really worked with big signers, but I’ve seen the aftereffects of their plots. They sign on people, offering favors in exchange for a draw of the power of their souls and outright ownership on the signatory’s death. Then, those who sign have the option of signing on their own people, and the master draws power from both his signatory and any that signatory adds on.”


    “So what you’re saying,” Kate said slowly, “is that Hell… is like Amway.”


    Prue smirked. “I have always suspected.”


    Nan stared at them, then looked at the ceiling as if praying for patience. They started to snicker.


    That stopped immediately when she slammed her cane down on the coffee table.


    “You two want to laugh, that’s fine.” Her Louisiana accent became more pronounced; her voice was like sweet tea laced in arsenic, smooth yet deadly. “You want to think I’m some dotty old woman, you do what y’all want. But Prue, I’m not answering to your mama if you end up dead. Your friend is bein’ stupid, that’s her choice. But you, Prue… you know better.”


    Prue immediately went contrite. “I’m sorry, Granmere.”


    Nan grabbed a small incense-burner from one of the store shelves and lit the paper. It didn’t burn immediately, until Nan muttered something. Then it almost exploded, disappearing in a cloud of oily black smoke. “Who else saw that abomination?”


    Kate shook her head. “Nobody.” Then she frowned. “Wait. Tadpole saw it.”


    “Anybody you care about?”


    Kate thought about his behavior when she’d retrieved the flash drive. “Not particularly.”


    “Good. ’Cause he’s probably dead anyway.”


    Kate winced. “What?”


    “He’s been exposed to the symbol. Once you’ve seen it, depending on your personality and your soul strength… well, you start getting crazy. You open the doorway to all sorts of nastiness.” Her eyes narrowed, and she stood in front of Kate, who leaned back against the sofa cushions.


    “Now that I think about it… You seem awfully chipper for someone who’s been around the full contracts,” Nan said, and her knuckles cracked again. “Only two ways someone could be around those contracts and not be affected. That somebody’s possessed… or that somebody’s already signed her soul.”


    “Oh, come on,” Kate muttered.


    Nan closed her eyes, took a deep breath—then opened them, quick, and gave her the sort of glare that was almost a physical poke.


    Kate huffed. “Did I forget to put on deodorant? Because you are the second person to pull a super-glare on me today, and frankly, it’s getting a little old.”


    Nan blinked. “Well, if you’re possessed, you’ve got the best shield I ever did see,” she muttered. “That just leaves signed.”


    “I swear, I did not sign my soul,” Kate growled.


    “She didn’t, Nan Temper,” Prue vouched. “I’d know.”


    “Oh, really?” Nan turned back to her granddaughter, looked like she was going to say something acidic… then her expression softened. “Oh. I s’pose you would, now. It’s long past when you and I had a little chat, there, Prudence.”


    Prue nodded, looking more Zen, like her father, for a second.


    Kate shot her friend a surprised look. “You’re not bullshitting?” she asked. “Seriously. You can tell if I’ve signed my soul or not?”


    “I’m pretty sure.”


    “Wow. Because I was afraid this conversation couldn’t get any more surreal.” She chuckled, unable to move past the disbelief. “Know any other cool party tricks?”


    Prue shot her a quick grin. “You’ve seen my cherry stem knot.”


    Nan stood up, headed for the door. “I’ve got to go, contact some… people,” she said slowly. “Prue, don’t do anything stupid. You—girl.” She pointed her cane at Kate. “Don’t do anything else stupid.”


    “Wait, Nan Temper,” Prue said. “What about Tadpole?”


    “What about him?” Nan grumped. “He ain’t one of mine.”


    “We really need to make sure he’s okay.” She looked at Kate. “You don’t want him hurt, do you?”


    “No,” Kate admitted. “He might be a butthead, but this is really my fault.”


    Nan looked at the two of them, then huffed out an impatient breath. “Well then, fine. I’ll drive.”


    Prue immediately started shaking her head, looking panicked. “No, Grandmere, we could… Um, Kate, did you bring a car?”


    “Nope,” Kate said. “But I can bring one tomorrow. Can’t it wait till then?”


    “Sure, why not?” Nan Temper said.


    Kate felt a little wave of relief.


    “After all, if we’re lucky,” Nan said, eyes gleaming, “he’ll just be dead.”


    …


    Thomas was at the condo at a decent hour—ten p.m.—and had work spread out on the living room table when Yagi entered the room. He cleared his throat. “I’ve got the report from the P.I. on Kate.”


    “That was quick,” Thomas said, leaning back against the couch. He pushed aside the paperwork on the proposed Fiendish Foods launch so he could focus. “So—do we need to kill her?”


    He was kidding. Sort of. The pang the lame joke sent through him was a little alarming.


    “It’s hard to say at this point.” Yagi popped in a disc and cued up something on the large TV screen. A picture of a child with bright red hair and a gap toothed smile came on—her expression one of mischief, with just a little hint of screw-you to it.


    “That’d be Kate,” Thomas guessed.


    “Born Katherine Anne O’Hara, at San Leandro General Hospital, to Rita and Terrence O’Hara.” Yagi consulted the notes in the accompanying folder. “Father worked on the San Leandro police force until very recently—laid off due to budget cuts.”


    “Kate said she needed the job,” Thomas said, making the connection. “Are they having money troubles?”


    “Looks like. We pulled their financials. Parents gave some money to the father’s brother, Felix—which, strangely enough, Kate did, too. Her parents are in for twenty-five thousand, however, and they took on a second mortgage to do so.”


    “So Kate’s helping them out.” Another twinge of guilt pinched him.


    “That’s exactly the kind of leverage that could allow someone to force her to betray you,” Yagi pointed out.


    Thomas took a deep breath. “We’ll put a pin in that. Keep going.”


    Yagi nodded, then turned back to the file. “Her mother, Gertrude, is a nurse. And her older brother, Timothy, is a detective for the Oakland P.D. Homicide.”


    “Of course it’s homicide,” Thomas groaned. “So they’re all local. Been here for years, I imagine.”


    “The father’s family is from the area—Kate’s paternal grandmother has a bit of a slumlord enterprise, owns a number of rundown apartment buildings—but the mom’s from Connecticut originally. Kate and family moved to Southern California when she was eight.”


    The slide show clicked forward to an unhappy-looking child in a green-and-black-plaid schoolgirl uniform, complete with a green blazer. She was standing in front of a McMansion-styled house with a large palm tree in the yard. Her red hair was held back with a tie-dyed bandana. That screw-you look was more pronounced, Thomas noticed.


    “At that time, her father moves the family to San Clemente—town about an hour north of San Diego,” he said. “Beach community, very rich. Dad’s job was head of security for a gated housing development. It looks like he got the job because the developer of the community was an old school friend.”


    Thomas stared at Kate’s unhappy expression. “Guess Kate wasn’t too happy about the switch.”


    “Hard to tell, though she did get expelled from the first Catholic school they’d put her in—but since the same thing had happened in San Leandro, that wasn’t really a surprise.”


    “Expelled?”


    “Let’s see… Ah. In San Leandro, she was expelled for behavior issues. Specifically, she asked too many questions,” he said, and there was definite humor in his eyes. “According to the reports, her mother blames the neighbors who watched her during the day. Communists and aging hippies, apparently.”


    “I see.” Thomas chuckled. “Well, this would be the area for that sort of thing, I’d guess. What happened in San Clemente?”


    Yagi shrugged. “It seems that she just kept asking the wrong questions—variation on a theme. Questions about organized religion, and specifically, why the parish bishop was driving a Lexus. Also she got into a fight with a classmate. She claims she was standing up for another kid who was being bullied, but Kate was the one who got expelled. That’s where I start to get worried.”


    “What, her standing up to a bully?” Thomas asked. “Seems like a good thing to me.”


    “It’s pointing to a pattern. She has a tendency of getting into trouble when standing up for the underdog.” He paused for a beat. “The wrong thing, for the right reasons. Who does that remind me of?”


    “Shut up,” Thomas said absently. “So they were down in San Clemente. What brought them back?”


    “The pattern repeated.” Another click of the remote, and the next picture came up. “Specifically, when Kate was sixteen.”


    Thomas gawked. Then grinned.


    Fast forward to the teen years. Kate was wearing a Weezer T-shirt over shapeless jeans. Her smile was shy, showing the slightest glint of braces. And her red hair was pulled up in the ponytail he had grown so accustomed to. Glasses—round, not square like her current ones—looked like they were slipping down her cute nose.


    She was adorable.


    “She met Simon Millday, and things went steadily downhill.” Yagi clicked to another picture. This one was of a teenage boy, good-looking enough, in a nerdy way. Glasses, too, and straggly long brown hair. He looked… soft, Thomas thought with disdain. “Simon was apparently her boyfriend. They appeared to be very involved, considering she went on the birth control pill at around that time.”


    Thomas blanched. “How the hell do you know that?”


    “The next time you wonder at my P.I.’s bill, you’ll know where the money goes. The man is quite thorough,” Yagi said. “At this time, she’d transferred from the Catholic school where she was expelled to a very exclusive private academy, again thanks to the father’s friend. She seemed to be quite unhappy. Her school attendance was suffering, as were her grades. Simon was from Oceanside, a nearby town with a markedly less affluent population…”


    “I see where this is going,” Thomas muttered. “Star-crossed love, yadda yadda. Parents disapproved?”


    “They did after Simon’s family got busted for their pot-growing ring,” Yagi said, and Thomas’s eyes widened. “Simon’s father went to jail, Simon’s mother moved the rest of the family, and they all blamed Kate. I guess the ‘tip’ came from a boy at her school.”


    “One who was in love with her?” he guessed. She really was cute as all hell, even with braces and glasses. He could see a hormonal teenager going a little crazy over her.


    “One who had a rival pot-growing scheme and who was on the right side of the tracks,” Yagi corrected. “Here’s where her pattern goes one step further. She managed to get herself arrested again… breaking into the kid’s house and calling the cops herself, to guarantee that they’d find the pot and bust the kid. She was willing to fall on the sword to get justice.”


    “Damn.” Thomas had to admire the woman’s gumption. She managed to do all that as a teen. “So what happened?”


    “The kid did get busted, and Kate’s father managed to get her record sealed. But too much damage was done.” He paused a beat. “Guess who the kid’s dad was?”


    Thomas frowned, then he let out a deep breath. “Don’t tell me. Her father’s friend—the one who set him up with the cush job.”


    “It sounds like there was an attempt to bribe her father, to get him to cover it up. Maybe even somehow have Kate take the fall for the kid’s pot growing, admit that she was crazy and had set it all up to frame the boy,” Yagi said with distaste. “A clumsy attempt, at best—although I suspect that she went to her father first, and he didn’t listen to her. At any rate, Kate was expelled, her father lost his job, and the whole family moved back with the paternal grandmother, returning here to the Bay Area.”


    “Well, I see where her trouble making and people-saving tendencies come from,” Thomas said. “She’s sort of a terror, with good intentions. But I’m not seeing how that makes her the demons’ best friend. I’m also not seeing why we have to kill her.”


    “I still can’t quite figure out what her connection with the demons is,” Yagi admitted, his tone a bit surly at the fact. “Right now, I just know that she’s got a talent for acting righteously and creating disaster. And I’d strongly recommend that we get rid of her.”


    “Are you sure we can just get rid of such a dangerous, force-of-nature-type employee like Kate?” Thomas said, half joking.


    “I can make it look like an accident,” Yagi replied. “If it’s a concern, I assure you she won’t feel a thing.”


    “Knock it off. You know how I feel about that.” His tone was sharper than usual, mostly because he really couldn’t tell if Yagi was joking. “I’m not having you kill anyone. Especially not Kate O’Hara.”


    Yagi’s eyebrow went up. Thomas realized he’d sounded a touch too vehement.


    “Unless she’s working for Cyril,” Thomas added. “Then all bets are off.”


    He clicked back to her sixteen-year-old picture. The shy smile.


    She’s still got that smile. Just the thought of it warmed him.


    “Anything else you want to tell me about her?”


    “We’re still working on it,” Yagi said. “She moved to the Bay Area, attended Skyline High, went to Berkeley for college… majored in Sociology.”


    “Of course she did.” It fit with her anti-corporate, “save the world” attitude.


    “Then switched to English, with a minor in Women’s Studies.”


    Thomas rolled his eyes. “Much more practical.”


    “We’re still doing the research, but it seems like she’s mostly just been a temp, repeating her pattern of finding something to rescue, creating some sort of havoc, and then getting kicked out or walking away,” Yagi said. “Her overall report suggests she doesn’t conform and has issues with authority figures.”


    “Now that,” Thomas said, “I can absolutely believe.”


    “Thomas, this is serious.” Yagi’s expression was stern. “She’s an unknown quantity, and when I say she’s trouble—I mean she’s going to be trouble for you—and the cause you’re paying me to pursue.”


    For the first time, Thomas was shaken. “I’ll take my chances.”


    “That’s the thing. In her case, you really are taking chances,” Yagi said somberly, then he turned and left the room.


    Thomas frowned at Yagi’s retreating figure. Maybe he was too attracted to Kate; maybe he liked being around her a little too much. And yes, she had a streak of do-gooding that was sort of powerful. She might annoy him within an inch of his life, drive him crazy on a number of levels. But pose a threat to getting his soul back?


    He ignored the tingle of unease that skittered across his spine.


    Nope, he consoled himself. No way in hell.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Eleven


    “I’m sure Tadpole is fine,” Kate said, holding onto the side of the car door as Nan Temper drove her ancient “Oldsmobuick Land Yacht” like a cross between a Formula One racecar and the Flying Dutchman. “And if he isn’t, a few more minutes isn’t going to kill him.”


    Although a few more minutes on the 880 might kill us, she thought, nauseated.


    “You don’t know what you’re talkin’ about,” Nan said, screeching around a Camaro, which honked viciously in return. She held up a gnarled middle finger and didn’t miss a beat.


    “You really think he might be dead?” Kate repeated, as if repetition might make it seem any more real.


    “He might be worse.”


    “Worse?” Kate echoed. “What’s worse than dead?”


    Nan looked over her shoulder, glaring at Kate balefully. “Pray you don’t find out, child.”


    “Um, truck?”


    Nan looked back at the road, then swerved to narrowly avoid the pickup whose lane they were invading. Kate glanced at Prue, reflected in the side mirror. Prue had her eyes closed and seemed to be chanting something. Praying, maybe.


    Kate couldn’t blame her.


    After a painful but, thankfully, short time, they arrived at Tad’s house. His mother didn’t appear to be home, so they were able to pull into the driveway. Kate resisted the urge to kiss the ground as she got out of the car. “And you said my driving was…” Kate started to tease Prue, but stopped short when she noticed the expression on Prue’s face. “What?”


    “Can’t you feel it?” Prue whispered, looking at Tad’s house.


    Kate stopped. “Feel… what?”


    “Damn. It’s close,” Nan said, setting her shoulders. “But it’s not too late, I don’t think. Now, you girls stay behind me and do exactly what I say, exactly when I say it. Understand?”


    Prue was already nodding. Kate nodded also. “What’s going on?”


    “Shut up. Follow me.”


    Kate shut up, and followed.


    Nan whispered something and then opened the front door.


    “I didn’t know voodoo could help with breaking and entering,” Kate murmured.


    The cane swung out, catching her on the arm.


    “Ow!”


    “You do exactly what I say,” Nan growled. “Or we’ll all get killed.”


    Killed?


    Kate pressed her lips together.


    Nan went past the cluttered, chintz-covered living room, heading unerringly for Tad’s dungeon. The sounds that were coming out sounded like… slavering. Snarling, animal type sounds.


    Kate swallowed hard, nerves jitterbugging in the pit of her stomach. She stepped ahead of Prue, who seemed almost in a trance. They walked, single file, down the pine steps. Lights were flashing, and the sounds only got louder.


    Kate’s eyes went wide as Nan pulled out a small, sinister looking silver dagger. Fear trickled down her spine like sweat.


    Then she looked over.


    Tad was playing a video game. The lights, the sounds—all the game.


    Kate put a hand on Nan’s shoulder, relief hitting her like a fist. “It’s okay,” she said, and stepped in front of Nan. “Tad. Tad!”


    Tad turned, startled. “What?”


    “Listen, I’m sorry to just bust in like this, but…”


    Kate stopped as she got a good look at Tad’s eyes. They were glowing red, like barbecue briquettes.


    His smile was slow. “You okay, Kate? I’m glad you stopped by.”


    “Ah, shit. Here we go.” This from Nan, who sounded disgruntled. Kate sensed both Nan and Prue flanking her, facing Tad.


    “What happened?” Kate whispered, the feeling of horror blanketed by numbness. This can’t be real. This is just not possible.


    “Couldn’t stop looking at that paper. That code thing you gave me,” he explained, and his smile was not exactly seductive—there was no way you could do that on Tad’s face—but more feral, and sort of viciously self-satisfied.


    “Then you started hearing a little voice,” Nan said, stepping forward. Kate hoped Nan didn’t kill Tad, but at this point, she felt frozen into immobility—she couldn’t stop the old woman, even if she wanted to, which she wasn’t sure about. “And it told you stuff you wanted to hear. Like, why couldn’t you have exactly what you wanted, right?”


    Tad stood up, inhumanly fast. The ember-glow of his eyes intensified. “And why shouldn’t I? Do you know one of the things I wanted, Kate? Do you have any idea? You. I wanted you.” His smile was slow and unbelievably creepy. “I wanted to do things to you.”


    “Easy, there,” Nan cautioned, pulling out the knife.


    He turned his gaze on her, and his voice seemed to double… like it was two voices, synthesized. “Old woman, do you really think you can stop me from inhabiting this body? Taking this soul?”


    Nan grinned. “Kid hasn’t signed anything. You’re squatting, demon. And yes, I can evict your sorry ass.”


    She made a gesture with the dagger, started muttering something. Then she sliced her own palm.


    Kate recoiled, taking a step away. “What the hell?”


    The Tad-thing winced… then grinned, taking a step forward. “Cute trick,” he said. “But what makes you think I’m not friends with the loa, as well?”


    “Trust me. They don’t want you in this world, either.”


    “Everything,” the voice promised darkly, “is negotiable.”


    He took another step, his hand reaching out toward Nan. Kate let out a tiny scream.


    Then the thing paused, frowning. He looked like a mime, unable to take another step forward. Snarling, he turned toward her.


    No, not toward her. Past her. Toward Prue.


    Kate looked at her friend. Prue had the look on her face that she usually had during morning tai chi. She was breathing calmly, her hands out.


    “You need to leave,” Prue said, serene as a yoga instructor.


    Whatever was speaking through Tad snarled, Tad’s body wrestling against itself. It flung itself away from Nan, toward Prue.


    Prue’s face set. Her hands moved, and Tad stopped like he’d hit a wall. He fell to the ground, clawing at the orange shag carpet, frothing.


    He grabbed Kate’s ankle. “You,” he said. “Your soul will be mine, little bitch. You will spend eternity flailing in agony.”


    Kate looked at his—its—eyes.


    “Oh, shut up.”


    It looked stunned, like a dog who had just gotten hit on the nose by a newspaper.


    “Seriously. Shut up.” Kate felt anger push aside the fear, and she kicked away Tad’s hand. “And get out of here.”


    Prue made a motion with her hands. Nan let some blood splash on Tad’s face.


    With a deafening scream, Tad’s body bowed backward like a circus contortionist… then his eyes closed, and he fell to the floor with a thump.


    Kate, Prue, and Nan stared at the still body. “Is he… dead?” Kate asked.


    Nan ignored the question, staring instead at her granddaughter. “You’re able to exorcise, too? Can you speak their tongue, as well? Do you have the magics?”


    Prue sighed heavily, then nodded.


    “Hello?” Kate waved her hands around. “Is he dead?”


    “Prue, you and I are definitely gonna have a little talk,” Nan grumped, then went over to Tad’s prone body. She prodded him with her toe. “Hey! White boy! Wake up!”


    Slowly, Tad’s eyes opened, and they were his normal eyes—brown, beady, and this time, dazed and scared.


    “Wha… what happened?” He looked around. “Kate? What are you doing here?”


    “You all right?”


    He groaned. “I feel like somebody beat me up.”


    “I’m so sorry,” Kate said. “I never should’ve given you that piece of paper. I just… I didn’t know. I swear, I didn’t know.”


    Nan grabbed a Sharpie pen off of Tad’s desk, then grabbed his hand, ignoring his startled yelp. She drew symbols all the way up his arm to his elbow.


    “Keep these on,” she said. “If you start thinking anything stupid—anything grandiose—trace over them with the marker. The others should leave you alone, but this will make sure they know there’s no vacancy.”


    “What others? What are you talking about?”


    But Nan was done with him. Grunting, she shuffled back to the stairs, then motioned for Kate and Prue to follow her.


    Kate was silent all the way to the car.


    “How’re you doing, chica?” Prue asked.


    Kate swallowed hard. “So… you’re, um… able to exorcise people?”


    “More or less,” Prue said. “I knew the theory, anyway.”


    “And you”—Kate shifted her gaze to Nan—“you can cast out spirits with, what, voodoo?”


    “Yes.”


    “And my boss is collecting people’s souls and possessing them, probably for evil purposes,” Kate clarified.


    “Looks that way.”


    “Oh. Okay.” Kate nodded for a second. “Hold on just a minute.”


    Then she walked over to the side of the house and threw up.


    …


    “Mom, Dad, it’s Kate. I’m spending the night over at Prue’s. I’ll stop by early to get my clothes… and since I know you’re thinking it, no, I’m not drunk, we just want to hang out and movie marathon. Love you.” Kate hung up and shut off her cell phone, grateful that they weren’t home and that her voice sounded normal as she left the message.


    After the Tad debacle, Nan had dropped them off at Prue’s loft in West Berkeley, an unassuming building sandwiched between a found object art studio and a software developer. The loft was just one large, spacious room, with Prue’s bed on a suspended floor in one corner, but otherwise everything—kitchen, living room/dining room/meditation corner—was just out there in the open. The loft was perfectly Prue—minimalist, with clean lines, lots of natural wood and stone, and accented with sensual touches of fun, funky charm.


    Prue rolled out the futon, dropping the sheets and bedding on top of it. “You okay, chica?”


    Kate let out a deep, shaky breath. “I don’t know,” she answered, as she started making up the bed. “I kind of can’t believe I saw any of that. Part of me wants to pretend that it was just some horror movie I caught on crappy late night cable, you know?”


    Prue nodded sympathetically, sitting cross-legged in a hanging-basket chair. “I know.”


    “Did you see the way his body went all Gumby like that?” Kate shuddered. “I don’t know how his bones are still intact.”


    “Possession’s a gnarly one,” Prue said. “He’s lucky; the demon didn’t have him all that long.”


    Kate grimaced, stretching out on the futon. She was swimming in one of Prue’s T-shirts—the girl was almost a foot taller than she was, and curvy where Kate was linear—and the futon wasn’t all that comfortable, but she didn’t care. Prue was her best friend and the one person she could talk to about all of this. There was no way she was going home and trying to act normal after tonight’s shenanigans. “That brings up a point. How long have you known about this whole demon thing?”


    Prue went to the kitchen, started futzing around with a teapot and teabags. “Um. Most of my life.”


    “And you’re just now telling me?” Kate didn’t know what was worse—that demons existed, or that her best friend had kept such a massive secret for so long. “You totally could have said something!”


    “It’s not something I talk about.” Prue set the water boiling, leaned against the counter. “Hell, would you?”


    “I told you about my criminal record,” Kate pointed out.


    Prue looked sad. “I know. I’m sorry. It’s just something my family… deals with.”


    “Your parents know, too?” Now Kate was scandalized.


    “And it’s not something they talk about, either,” Prue quickly added. She filled the teapot, put it out on her low coffee table with the cups. Kate found herself accepting a cup absently. “Listen, I would have told you, but honestly, it wasn’t anything I wanted to think about, myself.” She took a deep breath, like someone about to jump off a diving board. “I’m an onimyoji.”


    Kate blew on the tea. “You’re a what?”


    “Onimyoji,” Prue repeated patiently. “It’s… think of it as a demon wrangler.”


    “Seriously?”


    “I know, right?” Prue smirked. “Anyway, it used to be really important in Japan—I mean, they even had a government job classification for it and everything. And my dad’s family was the best. They’ve been onimyoji since back in the day.”


    “So it’s like the family business,” Kate surmised, taking a sip. Cherry blossom green tea, she realized… her favorite go-to tea for calming the hell down.


    This was why Prue was her best friend. She always knew what the situation called for.


    “It’s not the family business as far as I’m concerned,” Prue said firmly. “That’s part of why I don’t want to think about it. Why I don’t talk about it.”


    “But it wasn’t that you were afraid I couldn’t keep a secret, or that I’d judge you, or anything?”


    Prue’s expression softened. “Of course not. You’re like my sister. I trust you with anything. It’s just… it’s this really weird thing that I was born with, that I don’t generally know what to do about.”


    “Oh.” Kate thought about it. “Like a third nipple?”


    Prue laughed. “Exactly like a third nipple.”


    “Okay. Well, you don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to,” Kate said, sorry that she’d made her friend so unhappy. It was going to take a while to wrap her head around the whole “demons are real and my friend is a metaphysical badass” thing anyway… they didn’t have to hash it all out tonight. “Besides, with any luck it will never come up and I will never, ever see anything related to any of that again. Ignorance is bliss, and I like to follow my bliss. At least, I will right to the unemployment office.”


    Prue cleared her throat. “About that…”


    “About what?” Kate snuggled under the cover, patting the futon. “Jeez, this thing’s like a rock. How did I spend four years of college on your floor?”


    “About the job,” Prue said. “I think you should stay.”


    “I mean it, I might need to get you one of those inflatable… Wait, what?” Kate stopped. “You think I should stay? You think I should work for the evil guy?”


    “I think that he’s up to something, yeah,” Prue said. “And if he’s got soul contracts, he’s up to something seriously bad.”


    “And I want to march right back into that why?” Kate asked, flabbergasted.


    “It’s nearly impossible to evict a demon if it’s moved over here with someone’s free will. Are you going to sleep easy, letting demons run rampant, going on killing sprees as they take those newly signed bodies out for a spin?” Prue’s voice was calm but relentless.


    Kate swallowed hard. “Murders happen all the time,” she tried, even as her stomach lurched and guilt gave her a good hard squeeze. “Besides, I’m just a civilian. I don’t have cool mystic powers like you. I don’t even have a gun. What can I do about it?”


    “Nothing you can do,” Prue agreed, taking a sip of her own tea as she sat cross-legged on the floor.


    “Exactly.”


    “You don’t want to get involved.”


    Kate squirmed. “It’s just…”


    “A lot of people said that,” Prue murmured. “You know. In Nazi Germany.”


    Kate rolled her eyes. “Whatever he’s doing, there’s no chance in hell—no pun intended—that I can stop it,” Kate said. “I know it’s not my usual M.O., but I think that I should just consider this a bullet dodged, for a change, and get out while I can.”


    Prue put her tea aside, and suddenly Kate saw the raw fear that Prue had been trying to hide. “That’s the thing, though. Are you so sure he’s going to just let you go?”


    “Why wouldn’t he?”


    “He’s offering you a crazy amount of money,” Prue pointed out. “Way more than the job calls for. That means he needs you really, really badly.”


    “True.” Kate nibbled at her lower lip as the gears in her head got going.


    “And he’s signing people’s souls. Those co-workers of yours? Probably already signed over.”


    “Uh…”


    “Anybody moving that amount of contracts has some serious power—and serious connections with the demons,” Prue continued. “That tells me he’s not really all that ethical. You’re a loose end. You’ve been exposed to the contracts. So… when the job’s over, what do you think happens?”


    “He congratulates me on a job well done, gives me a bonus, and lets me walk out?” Kate tried to laugh at her own joke, but it sounded rusty. “Shit. If he’s working with demons, he’s probably going to kill me or something, isn’t he? Even if I don’t understand what’s going on?”


    “That’s what I’m afraid of, yeah.” Prue’s dark brown eyes were somber.


    Kate’s mind started to race. “Running is going to be a problem, too, isn’t it?”


    “There are spells that could track you,” Prue said. “And even if there weren’t, the guy’s richer than Bill Gates. All he’d have to do is hire some private investigators. He’d find you.”


    “Oh.” Kate’s heart plummeted. “I’m basically fucked, then?”


    “I’ll talk to Moms and Dad,” Prue said, referring to her own parents. “And Nan. I’ll bet Nan could do something to hide you. But I think your best bet is to keep playing along. Don’t let him know you’re onto his tricks. Then, see what he really wants—get some leverage. At the very least, find out what he’s up to and try getting ahead of him.”


    Kate hugged her knees to her chest. “Prue,” she admitted, “I’m scared.”


    Prue scooted over, giving her a tight squeeze. “I know, chica, I know,” she murmured. “You’re my best friend. I don’t want you to be in danger, either. But I think this is the best way. Go in, find out what you can. Then we’ll move from there.”


    “Okay. I’ll do it.” Kate grimaced. “All it means is being quiet, keeping my head down, and playing along, right? I can totally do that.”


    Prue tensed. Then Kate felt her shaking with laughter.


    “What?”


    “Sorry, Kate,” Prue said, around a nervous chuckle. “But when have you ever just ‘played along’?”


    “Huh?” Kate blinked, thinking it over. “Oh. Crap.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Twelve


    Thomas pressed his fingers to his temples for a second. He had all the hassles—and consequent headaches—of managing several multi-million dollar companies, as well as the stress of directing the investigation that would lead to finding the thirteen people he’d need to kill. Personally kill, not delegate.


    He needed to take serious action. And make some changes. Now.


    Yagi and Maggie stepped into his office, eyeing each other suspiciously. “You wanted to see us?” Yagi said, his surprise obvious. The two barely tolerated each other.


    Maggie went straight to his desk, half sitting on the desktop and crossing her legs. “Did you need something?” she asked suggestively.


    “I need you to sit down,” he said quickly, then gestured to the chairs across from him. “Both of you. I wanted to discuss something.”


    They took their seats, shooting each other one last irritated glance before settling in. “Is there a problem?” Yagi asked.


    “No—well, not exactly.” He took a deep breath. “It’s about Kate O’Hara.”


    Maggie bared her teeth in a snarl before catching herself. “What about her?” she asked instead, even though her tone could have bitten through steel.


    Yagi’s eyebrow quirked. “You’ve decided how to… handle that particular problem?” he asked mildly, as if he weren’t referring to murder. “And are you taking my advice?”


    “Again, not exactly.” Thomas paused a beat. “I’ve decided Kate would be a good executive assistant. So I’m going to offer her that job.”


    They both stared at him for a long second. Then they both exploded.


    “I strongly advise against this—” Yagi started, only to have Maggie interrupt him.


    “You’ve told me a million times that you don’t need a secretary. That you don’t want a secretary,” she accused. “I could have filled that position years ago! What makes her special?”


    “We still don’t know why she’s able to work with the contracts without being affected,” Yagi said more loudly, leaning forward in his chair. “For all we know, she’s working for Cyril.”


    “I can’t believe you’re even considering her,” Maggie snapped.


    Thomas ignored the headache that was beating at his brain like a baseball bat. “Hear me out,” he said, cutting across their increasingly loud complaints. “Maggie, you’ve been like a sister to me, but let’s be honest—I think that the demands of being a, ah, dedicated executive assistant might be too much for you.”


    He’d tried to come up with as gentle a wording as he could, but she still flinched. Mostly at the “sister” part.


    “I think Kate could handle this. And it’s not like she’d be doing everything—she’d oversee my administrative needs, that’s all.”


    “So she’d be… my boss?” Maggie spat out, obviously appalled.


    Thomas sighed. “Don’t worry. You’ll still keep doing what it is you’re currently doing.” Like getting paid to play Angry Birds on that damned iPhone of hers. Lord knows the projects she’d taken on rarely seemed to get anywhere. “Now, Yagi—”


    ‘“Oversee your administrative needs, my ass,” Maggie said darkly, her eyes narrowed to a suspicious squint. “I think we can all guess exactly what needs she’s going to be servicing.”


    That stopped Thomas cold. Even Yagi’s normally impassive expression showed some mild surprise, and he sent her a quick, amused look.


    Thomas stood, leaning his hands on his desk so he wouldn’t wrap them around her throat. “I beg your pardon?”


    Maggie’s cheeks were blotchy, red with anger. “I saw you kissing her, remember? You can pretend you’re being Mr. Corporate and this is a ‘logical decision,’ but I’ll just say it—you’re hiring with your dick on this one, and you’re not fooling anyone. You’re hiring her because you want to fuck her.” Now Yagi turned to stare at Thomas with disgust, and Thomas winced.


    “Maggie, a few things,” he said, his voice arctic. “First, who I fuck is absolutely none of your business.”


    Her chin went up, and she flinched.


    “Second,” he said, “I’m not going to deny that I’m attracted to Kate. And yes, I did kiss her. But that’s as far as it went, and we both agreed it was a bad idea.”


    Sort of. He knew it logically, anyway. He’d just put a pin in that for the time being.


    “Third, I’m not making her my mistress. I’m making her my executive assistant. There’s a difference.”


    “Oh, really?” Her voice was like acid. “Because I seem to remember you fucking your last secretary. I’m starting to think it’s in the job description.”


    Now Thomas’s hands balled into fists, and his Southern drawl pushed to the fore, drawing out like a razor. “Is that why you’ve been so eager to apply?”


    Yagi stared at both of them. The normally unflappable Asian squirmed with obvious discomfort.


    Thomas ignored him, taking a deep breath and focusing completely on Maggie. “I don’t know if you’re more pissed that I kissed Kate or that I won’t touch you. Either way, it’s irrelevant. I think you’re under the mistaken impression that I called you here to ask for your permission to hire Kate. I’m letting you know—I’m hiring her. If that’s a problem, nobody’s saying you have to stay employed here. If you want to quit, the door’s back there.” He paused a beat. “I loved your sister. But I don’t owe you the job, Maggie. I don’t owe you a damned thing. Think very carefully about that the next time you decide to tear a strip off of me.”


    Maggie went ghost white.


    She took a few deep breaths, then slow, fat tears started coursing down her cheeks. She sniffled loudly, looking at him like he’d slapped her.


    “So are you quitting, or are you staying?”


    She swallowed hard. “Staying,” she whispered.


    He felt like shit, but it had to be done. He pushed it aside, turning his attention to Yagi.


    “I imagine you’re not asking my permission, either,” Yagi said. “Am I given the option to quit, as well?”


    Thomas grimaced. Unlike Maggie, he actually needed Yagi. “I’m asking your opinion,” Thomas clarified.


    Yagi was shaking his head slowly. “I hate to say it, but Maggie’s reference to Elizabeth does bring up a point. You have… shall we say, a track record.”


    Thomas gritted his teeth so hard he could hear the grinding of his molars. Still, he couldn’t really deny it.


    “I’ll admit, I fell in love with Elizabeth when she was still my secretary.” He paused for a minute, remembering. Elizabeth had been everything he wasn’t—composed, collected, the epitome of Southern grace and charm. She’d been his biggest cheerleader, the one who believed in him. Her connections had made it possible for him to make a lot of his early deals. Once the money rolled in, he’d been able to handle it on his own, but she’d still been there, the woman behind the man. “But I think it’s safe to say that Kate is nothing like her.”


    Yagi’s face was back to its usually impassive mask, although Thomas sensed the guy would’ve rolled his eyes if he weren’t so disciplined.


    “I may have a burning desire for vengeance against Cyril. Or, I don’t know, buried unanswered whatever about Elizabeth. But in the meantime… filing, now, filing doesn’t give a shit what my emotional agenda is. Neither does correspondence, or answering phone calls, or meeting scheduling.” He let out an exasperated huff. “Damn it, I’m tired of going through temps just to make sure the wheels stay on the bus. With everything I’ve got going on, in the corporations, with the Cyril thing, I’m juggling a lot. Dropping a lot. I need a pro.”


    “And of course, with your money and resources,” Yagi observed dryly, “Kate is the only one you could possibly hire.”


    “Kate’s resourceful and unbelievably competent.”


    The fact that she puts a little giddy-up in your step has absolutely nothing to do with it.


    As if Yagi read his mind, he glared at Thomas. “But we haven’t addressed the real problem of Kate O’Hara. Demon script doesn’t tempt her, but she’s unsigned. The demons themselves aren’t able to influence her mind, even if they are physically able to overpower her… and she’s able to have conversations with them that don’t end in her becoming a meal.”


    “That could be handy, don’t you think?” Thomas pointed out.


    “That could be dangerous,” Yagi corrected. “At least tell me you’ll have Kate sign a contract.”


    Thomas thought of the employment contract he’d had her sign, to ensure the demons in the basement didn’t try to eat her. “She already did.”


    Yagi’s right eyebrow went up. “In blood?”


    “No.” Thomas’s voice lashed out like a whip. “Absolutely not.”


    “If you’re going to insist that the girl work for you, there’s only one way to ensure her loyalty,” Yagi said. “Sign her soul.”


    “And then what? Be like Cyril? Start my own supernatural Ponzi scheme?”


    “She’ll get it back when you get yours back.”


    “No,” Thomas said. “I’m not risking anybody else’s soul. That’s final.”


    “You’d be stronger. You’re going to need all the strength you can get.”


    “You don’t even know how strong her soul is.”


    Yagi’s eyebrow went up. “If she can ignore demon script,” he pointed out, “she’s no weakling.”


    He had a point there. Thomas mulled it over. “How about we word her employment contract the same way we worded the demons’ contracts? Put in supernatural language that prevents her from acting against me or my interests, without locking in her soul?”


    Yagi rubbed his jaw. “It won’t be as effective. Demons brought to this plane are physically incapable of breaking the terms of their contract—that’s why loopholes are so dangerous. Humans don’t have the same restraints.”


    “You’re the mystic. I’m sure you can add something.”


    Yagi was scowling and cursing, but he nodded. “I still say she’s dangerous—but I just work for you,” he said sourly. “You don’t have to take my advice. If you die, I still get paid.”


    “Your concern is touching,” Thomas said, nodding as Yagi stalked out the door.


    Maggie was still sitting in the chair. Her makeup was wrecked with tears, and she was looking at him with a mixture of anger, betrayal, and shock. She sniffled loudly again, in case he missed it the first time.


    He exhaled slowly. “I’m sorry, Mags. It’s my fault for letting you go on this long. You’re a good kid,” and he nearly choked on that one, “but you’re just not cut out for this job.”


    She bit her lip. Then she let out a sob like a baby, getting up and throwing herself into his arms.


    He caught her reflexively, then grimaced as she rubbed her face—and makeup—against his suit.


    “So—you’re not going to sleep with her?” she said, her voice muffled against his chest.


    “I wasn’t planning on it,” he said, even as his body twitched at the thought. “This is business, Mags. Not personal.”


    She pulled back. “Promise?”


    He started to speak, then found himself tripping on the words. Her eyes narrowed.


    “I knew it,” she said, and she stormed out of the office, slamming the door behind her.


    He looked down at his makeup-stained suit, then went back to his private washroom and grabbed a change of clothes from the closet there.


    Promise not to sleep with Kate.


    It made sense. It was just business. Kate was resilient, resourceful, intelligent. She might be irreverent and unconventional, but he hadn’t gotten this far this fast by playing it safe. She’d fit in just fine.


    So why can’t you promise?


    He sighed. “This is probably a bad idea,” he said out loud.


    But he was going to do it anyway.


    …


    “Get a grip, O’Hara,” Kate muttered to herself as the elevator descended to the bowels of Fiendish’s basements. “Just another day at the office, right? It’s a living, right?”


    Granted, it was a living where she had to help the sinfully sexy Thomas Kestrel enslave humans. And potentially rent out their bodies to demons. Along with light administrative duties.


    No wonder I get paid the big bucks… right? she thought, fighting back hysteria.


    Prue had made it clear—Kate’s continued employment was her only guarantee of her continued existence. Unless she figured out what Thomas was up to, and maybe came up with some way to protect herself, she was hosed.


    So here she was, a redheaded Mata Hari in business casual khakis.


    I just need to find out enough to either go to the cops, or maybe Nan’s supernatural friends or something, she thought. Anything I can use to convince him not to kill me.


    She squared her shoulders, slapped on a semi-convincing smile, and walked into the basement. “Hey, guys! How’s it going?”


    A dull-looking bald worker, one she’d named Earl, gave her a wan smile. “Found two more,” he said, his voice mournful.


    “Great!” Her voice sounded too chipper—manic-hamster cheerful—and she toned it back a bit. “Remember to take breaks, okay? And have you seen Slim?”


    Earl nodded slowly. He seemed to do everything slowly.


    Kate waited, then sighed. “Where is he?” she asked, remembering just how literal the Basement Boys tended to be.


    At a glacial speed, Earl turned, pointing to where her tall friend stood, studying something on one of the long tables. She thanked Earl and sped to where Slim was standing.


    If she’d be able to find out anything, it’d be from Slim. Of all the demons, he seemed the most intelligent—and the most likely to know something. He was also the most likely to tell her, since she considered him a friend.


    Work friend, anyway. After all, he’d stood up for her when Dexter was still there, and she’d fed him when she found out he was starving.


    Okay, maybe he was a friend-friend.


    “How’s it going, Slim?” she asked, her voice sounding tight to her own ears. Then she frowned. “What are you reading?”


    “These things are fascinating,” he murmured, and she realized he was reading the manual that came with the laptop. “Every time I saw one, I’ve wondered, and now I realize that they can do so many amazing things…”


    She couldn’t help smirking. “You are so one of mine.”


    That made him look up. “One of your what?”


    “You’re a nerd. That makes you one of mine… It’s a long story,” Kate prevaricated. “Anyway, I um… I wondered if I could ask you a few questions. About, erm, the contracts.”


    Instantly, his expression shuttered with suspicion. “I do not think that would be a good idea, Kate,” he said in a low voice. “The less you know, the safer.”


    “Well, I already know quite a bit,” she admitted, and he looked both scared and kind of ill. Which was how she felt, so she could relate. “At least some of it.”


    “What, exactly?” he asked softly.


    She glanced around. The guys were working steadily away—except for a few who were eating Ho Ho’s with almost carnal delight—and they didn’t seem to be paying much attention, but she didn’t want to chance it. She shuffled Slim off to a corner. “I know that these contracts sign people’s souls,” she whispered.


    He didn’t admit it, but he looked guilty and miserable. Then his eyes narrowed. “May… may I ask a question?”


    “Sure. Shoot.”


    “Why aren’t you…” He paused, then looked uncomfortable.


    “Possessed?” she guessed. “Or insane?”


    Slim looked embarrassed, but grateful. “Yes. Why is that?”


    Fuck if I know. But that wasn’t going to get her any answers.


    He stared at her expectantly. She looked sly—at least, she hoped she looked sly—and murmured, “Why do you think?”


    “Ah. He signed you.” The relief was palpable. “That makes sense.”


    “Well, he won’t answer any of my questions,” Kate said, letting Slim’s assumption ride. “So I was hoping you could clear up a few things for me.”


    “I will try,” Slim said, then smiled shyly. “Shoot.”


    “Did Thomas, what, sign all these people? The ones whose names are on the documents, I mean?”


    “Oh, no,” Slim said, and Kate felt some of her muscles unknot. “No, these are all signed by someone else. These aren’t his.”


    There was some relief in that. “Are they all people from around here?”


    “Some hundreds of years ago, in fact.”


    More muscles relaxed. If he didn’t sign these guys, and some of the signatures were from hundreds of years ago, he was doing research. Most of these people were probably dead. How much harm could that be?


    So what’s he looking for? And why?


    “What does the symbol mean?” she asked. “The one we’re looking for?”


    “It’s a special sort of contract. A power base,” Slim said. “It’s rare, but very effective. When a signatory is part of a base, the person who signs him shares a lot more power—but he absorbs all the signatory’s power if he is killed.”


    “Huh. Why would he do that?”


    “Only someone with a lot of signatories, and a lot of power, would bother with it,” Slim said, his voice low and gossipy. “And there are twelve signatories—an unusually large base.”


    “Why don’t more, er, signers,” she said, unsure of her terminology, “have power bases? Seems like they’d be handy.”


    “It’s a dark ritual. Even by our standards,” Slim said.


    Suddenly Kate realized—she didn’t know how Slim got over here, or even whose side he was on. And the way he said “our standards” suggested that he was into some pretty nasty stuff.


    He certainly seemed nice, but obviously she wasn’t a sterling judge of character.


    “Dark… how?” she asked tentatively.


    “You don’t want to know.” He shuddered a little. “The demon lords have forbidden it, as well, because it makes signatories too powerful.”


    “Sounds like whoever signed this thing is pretty powerful, then. And going rogue,” she mused, making a mental note to ask Prue about demon lords. “Or at least doing something seriously shady.”


    Slim looked around furtively. “I believe this base has the approval of a demon lord, because it is for personal protection only.” Slim frowned. “As long as the other twelve are alive, whoever signed these people cannot be killed. Their souls will support him until he regenerates.”


    Kate let out a low whistle. “Handy. So… why are we looking for these guys?”


    Slim shrugged. “I can conjecture, but that’s all it would be. And I’ve learned the hard way not to dig too deeply in the Overseer’s affairs… or his employers.”


    She frowned. Why would a guy go through all that trouble, with such a gnarly ritual… just to protect his own life? Maybe he was afraid of dying, she thought.


    “Slim, don’t people who are signed go to Hell?”


    He looked stricken, then nodded slowly. “I’m afraid so.”


    “And that must really suck, right?” she said. So did the guy who signed all these people just not want to go to Hell, or what? And if so—why was Thomas looking for this guy’s power base? “I guess they don’t call it Hell because it sounds scary.”


    Did Thomas want this guy dead?


    Slim sighed. His expression made a Bassett hound look cheerful. “I’m so sorry,” he said. He looked like he wanted to hug her, and to her surprise, he reached out, patting her shoulder. “If it is any consolation, I believe signing your soul can bring you unnatural longevity. So there’s that, at least.”


    She blinked, then remembered, she’d told him she’d signed her soul.


    He thought she was going to Hell.


    “That’s sweet,” she said reflexively. “Um, thanks.” She paused a beat. “Aren’t you signed, too?”


    He jerked, obviously startled. “Then… you don’t know?”


    “Know what?” she asked, but before he could answer, her cell phone vibrated. She glanced at the face of it.


    It was Thomas’s number, and a text. Come up to my office. We need to talk.


    She let out a deep sigh.


    “Ah, crap,” she breathed. “It’s the boss. I have to go.”


    “Kate,” Slim said. “Don’t ask him what we are. All right? And don’t let him know how much you know. Don’t let anybody know what you’ve learned.”


    Since she really wasn’t planning to, she agreed easily. As she started to walk toward the elevators, she turned back.


    “Slim, how well do you know Thomas Kestrel?”


    Slim shrugged, looking uncomfortable again. “Not well. My contract is through the Overseer, not Kestrel.”


    “But you know people, and you know what’s going on around here,” she said. “He seems like a nice guy.”


    “I’m sure he does.” Slim’s words were tight.


    She swallowed. Then she whispered, “Just how scared should I be?”


    If it was physically possible, he looked even sadder.


    “I think it’s a little late to wonder, Kate. Don’t you?”


    Wow, she thought. She was in some serious shit. And given her track record, that was saying something.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Thirteen


    Thomas waited on the rooftop garden, barely noticing the spectacular view of San Francisco and the Bay Bridge. It was a little windy—at forty stories up, that wasn’t surprising—but the sun was shining. And the garden was still in bloom, full of azaleas, climbing roses, and all sorts of flowers he couldn’t name.


    There was some weird, arcane, feng shui–related reason for why the garden was up there, and Thomas hadn’t questioned it when he’d given the plans the okay. For now, he figured it was a persuasive arena, idyllic… much less imposing than his office. He got the feeling Kate was going to dig in her heels on this one, and he was going to use whatever advantage he had to convince her to work for him.


    Just work for you, right?


    Kate stepped out, and he grinned when he watched her mouth drop open. “Holy cow. I didn’t even know this was up here.”


    “Few people do,” he said. “Since you have to go through my office. It’s a nice day; I thought we could talk up here. If you don’t mind?”


    She was still taking in the view. “What? No. Sure.” Then she shifted, her gaze going from dazzled to wary in about two seconds. “What did you want to talk about?”


    Better to ease into it. She was tense as a piano wire. “How’s it going with the Basement Boys?”


    That’s what she was calling them—the Basement Boys. He wouldn’t be surprised if she’d given them all matching T-shirts.


    She shrugged, gingerly sitting on a decorative wrought-iron bench. “We’ve got eight names, and I’ll bet we have a ninth by the end of the day. If we keep this up, my contract will be finished and I’ll be out of your hair in no time.”


    I’m not staying here, her expression said. Hell, she looked ready to bolt out the door at the first opportunity.


    Well, he’d had tough negotiations before. If he could arm-wrestle with multi-billion dollar corporations, he could certainly hire a secretary.


    He took a seat at the far end, not crowding her. “Have you given any thought to my offer?”


    “Offer?”


    “To work for me,” he reminded her.


    “You mean, to be your personal assistant or Girl Friday or whatever?” She let out a nervous laugh. “What, you were serious about that?”


    “Serious as a tax audit,” he drawled. “I mean it, Kate. This is an official job offer.”


    Another nervous laugh—and now she wasn’t looking at his eyes. He inched just a little closer to her. She was wearing a seafoam green sweater and another ugly skirt, something that resembled oatmeal and came down to her calves.


    He bet she had nice legs, if she ever showed them.


    Focus, man. This was business.


    “Um, I really don’t think that would work out.” Her gaze shot to the stairway door. She was jittery as a wild horse.


    “You’re good,” he reassured her. “You’ve got—what did you call it?—mad filing skills, and that’s just a start. You work well with people.” And demons. Let’s not forget demons. “You’re proactive, and you think outside the box.”


    “Okay, enough with the corporate platitudes,” she said, finally meeting his gaze. “Keep this up, and you’re going to say that I leverage opportunities to maximize cost effectiveness or something. I don’t think you can come back from something like that.”


    He chuckled. “See? This is why I want to hire you.”


    “Because I have no verbal filter?”


    “Because you’re fearless and you speak your mind,” he said. “Also, because you kick ass, mine included. You get the job done, and that’s what I need.”


    “That’s flattering,” she said, but her full lips were pulled tight. “Thanks. But, really… no thanks.”


    He studied her for a minute. “Okay. What’s going on with you?”


    “What? Nothing. What are you talking about?”


    Too defensive. He knew her well enough to notice that. He frowned, leaning forward. “You’re acting strangely, Kate. What’s going on?”


    She laughed again—that nervous, thready sound, nothing like her usual husky voice. “Doesn’t anybody say no to you?”


    “Not without a damned good reason.”


    The laugh dropped, and her eyes narrowed. “I don’t want to work for you. Isn’t that a good reason?”


    He ignored the fact that the words stung. “I hadn’t realized you were so unhappy.”


    “I took the job because my family needs the money and I didn’t want the guys abused,” she snapped. “What about that makes you think I’d do cartwheels to keep working here?”


    “I told you what happened,” he said. “And they haven’t been mistreated since, have they?”


    “It’s been, like, a week,” she muttered.


    He took a deep breath. How to explain—they’re not even people, they’re demons, the treatment they get here is a fraction of the punishment they would have gotten if they were back in Hell?


    No way without sounding crazy, he realized.


    “Okay. What’s it going to take for you to agree to this? Because I am determined to have you, damn it.”


    Kate stood up, eyes blazing. “I’m not something you own, pal.”


    He growled, rubbing his face with his hands. He’d screwed up before—nobody succeeded in business without a few setbacks. But he couldn’t remember doing it this gracelessly, this monumentally, in years.


    This woman drives me nuts.


    He took a different tack. “You said your family needed money. If you walk away from this, do you really think you’re going to be able to find a job that pays even a fraction of what I’m offering here? The way the job market is right now?”


    “I’ll manage.”


    “Yes, but will they?”


    “Is that a threat?” She took a step closer, her hair whipping in a gust of wind. For a second, she looked like some avenging Irish goddess.


    “No, it’s not a damned threat. I don’t work that way.”


    She grimaced. “Sure you don’t.”


    What was he doing? He found himself running a distracted hand through his hair—the damned stuff was probably sticking up like Einstein’s. He only did that when he was stressed. Where was his legendary charm? “At what point did you become convinced I’m an asshole?”


    “I don’t trust you.” Kate’s green eyes were bright, and her voice was flat. The woman pulled no punches.


    Yeah, that statement hurt, too. But honestly, in his position, he couldn’t blame her.


    He stood, stuffing his hands in his pockets. “Good. I’m glad you’re suspicious.”


    Her eyes widened at that.


    “I think that you’re loyal. I like that quality about you. I need an assistant who knows what she’s doing, who I can trust with the secrets of my companies. You already know more than I’d meant you to,” he said with a rueful laugh. “And you found it out on your own. I’m trusting you, Kate. Maybe if you work with me, see what I’m really like… maybe you could learn to be loyal to me, too.”


    For a second, he saw a flash of yearning—and confusion. Then she shook her head.


    “So, you’d trust me with all your secrets?” she said slowly. “You’d explain what’s really going on?”


    He gritted his teeth, then made sure his face was blank. “Sure,” he lied.


    She skewered him with a glare.


    “Gradually,” he amended, and it felt like a knot loosened in his chest. “Hell’s bells, you are gonna keep me honest, aren’t you?”


    “Did you know you sound more Southern when you’re upset?”


    “I do?” He paused. “Huh. I do.”


    She looked out, past the flowers, and began wandering down the path; he found himself walking with her, matching her gait. She let out a long sigh, crossing her arms as if she were cold.


    “I wouldn’t do anything I thought was wrong,” she said slowly. “I mean it, Thomas. If I see something illegal, or something that strikes me as off…”


    He nodded again, feeling triumphant. “I wouldn’t ask you to.” He’d just keep her away from that anyway, for the time being. The important part was getting his business life in order, getting her to handle the piddly-shit business details that were currently bogging him down.


    From there, he could handle the killing bit on his own.


    “All right, then,” she whispered, and it sounded like she was being walked to the guillotine. “I’ll be your secretary.”


    “Executive assistant,” he said, suppressing a smile. He held out a hand. “Thanks, Kate. I mean that.”


    She took his hand. Hers felt cool, and shook a little.


    He reached out, stroking her arm briskly. “You okay? Anything I can do?”


    She looked… forlorn. But determined. “No. I can do this.”


    Her expression was so damned sad. Not like Maggie’s theatrical histrionics. This was a bone-deep sorrow, one he immediately responded to. For a second, he wanted to gather her up, tuck her head under his chin, and just hold her tight until that expression melted away.


    Then, maybe he could do something else to cheer her up…


    This is just business.


    He cleared his throat. “My consultant Yagi will have a contract for you to sign. You’ll be taking over some of Maggie’s duties, too, so you might want to talk to her, as well. At least she knows who you’ll need to get in touch with.”


    “Okay.” She nodded again, looking like a bobble-head for a second. He saw her swallow hard. “Okay,” she repeated.


    “It’ll be all right, Kate,” he heard himself say, for no good reason.


    She smiled weakly. “Sure it will. Boss.”


    She walked to the door, disappearing down the stairway.


    Yagi emerged a few minutes later, as Thomas still stood in the same place, taking in the view—wondering why working for him was the cause for such utter dejection.


    “My private investigator has located the first signatory,” Yagi said, then frowned, studying Thomas’s face. “Kate took the job, then?”


    “She took the job.” Thomas nodded.


    “Interesting.” Yagi paused for a second. “I give her one week before all hell breaks loose.”


    …


    I took the job.


    Kate grimaced at herself. For a brief second there, she’d melted a little. Thomas had seemed so lonely, so entreating. It was hard to remember that the guy was signing people’s souls.


    You don’t really have proof of that, though. You have proof that he’s looking for people who have signed their souls, she reminded herself.


    Still, it was foolish to think that it was all a big fat misunderstanding. And she’d keep reminding herself of that until she had solid proof otherwise. Which was why she’d taken the damned job in the first place. All the positive thinking in the world wouldn’t save her butt if he really was a bad guy intent on killing her once her usefulness was done.


    She navigated her way to Maggie’s office and knocked on the open door.


    Maggie looked less perky than usual, glowering at her cherry red iPhone as the shrill screams of Angry Birds resounded. “So you took the job,” she said, without even bothering to look up. Her voice was sour, her normally glass-smooth forehead furrowed. “Well, bless your heart.”


    “Um, thanks.” Bless your heart? Who said that?


    Southern people, she reminded herself. If Thomas’s drawl became more pronounced when he was unhappy, then Maggie’s Southern side was leaping to the fore like a linebacker—and she had to be supremely pissed. “Thomas told me to touch base with you and collect anything you might have been working on.”


    She seriously doubted that he’d trusted Maggie with anything top secret, certainly not life or death… or afterlife.


    Personally, she wouldn’t trust Maggie with ordering lunch.


    Maggie shut off her phone and stood, strutting on tottering four-inch stilettos. Despite the peaches-sweet smile she’d pasted on, there was definitely murder in her eyes. “You know, we got off on the wrong foot, you and I.”


    Oh, crap. Maggie the bitch, she could handle. Maggie the bitch-trying-to-be-sweet… not so much.


    “I’m sure it’s not going to be a problem. I’ll just…” Kate paused. Take your job. Or at least, the job Maggie thought she had. “I’m just transitioning in to cover the new scope of the job classification.”


    Ack. And you accused Thomas of piling on the corporate speak! She saw now why he did it. You could say a ton without saying anything, and it was the least personal language in the world.


    “Oh, sugar, it’s fine.” Maggie’s smile broadened to Joker proportions. “I, of all people, know that Thomas can be distracted by a pretty face. And you’re certainly not the first woman he’s hired just because he was feeling a little… frisky, let’s say?”


    The statement was so unexpected, Kate stared at her, her mouth dropping open a little. “Seriously? This is the tack you’re taking. Seriously.”


    “Now, Kate, no need to be self-conscious. It happens enough that nobody’s going to comment on it… much,” she added, with a sharp, smug little dig. “Besides, these things never last that long, so you won’t have to worry about listening to anyone talking about how you slept your way up the ladder. Nobody says anything for the first month, at least, so it should be dandy until you’re… well, until the scope changes on your job classification.”


    Kate gritted her teeth until she thought her jaw would pop. “I don’t know what you think I was hired to do, but as far as I know, I’m supposed to schedule his meetings and get that snake pit of a credenza managed and try to give him some semblance of a filing system,” she said slowly. “So I just stopped by to see what you were working on, get some contact information, and see if you had a key to his files so I can get to work.”


    There. She’d shoehorned that last bit about the key in, hoping that Maggie would be so obsessed with her whole you’re sleeping with Thomas! fixation that she’d never notice. Of course, it was doubtful that Maggie had a key to Thomas’s private files, but Kate was reminded of something that Al had said—Maggie was dumb, but not that dumb. And Maggie was nosy. Kate bet that Maggie probably snooped plenty of places she wasn’t supposed to.


    Maggie pulled her mouth into a tight line. Then she grabbed a box and started throwing papers and files pell-mell into it. “You want to keep up the charade, honey, go right ahead,” she said, grinding out every word. “But don’t think he’ll ever trust you. Don’t think that you’ll ever be important to him. And believe you me, the man will never love you.”


    “God, I hope not,” Kate said, before she could stop herself. The woman was psychotic. She got the feeling Thomas had better be careful of any pets he cherished—Maggie was definitely the Fatal Attraction type. “Um, about those files…”


    “Here,” Maggie said, shoving the box across her littered desktop. “That’s every project I’ve been working on, as well as some of his schedules. And memos from the rest of the enterprise.”


    Kate studied the paper-strewn box. This was going to be a nightmare. From the looks of the hot mess Maggie had created, it was amazing Thomas was still in business.


    The guy didn’t need an admin. He needed a miracle worker.


    As soon as I find that evidence or whatever, I am out of here, she promised herself. Even if he isn’t an evil guy. I’ve quit better jobs than this!


    “If he wants you to have the keys to the locked files, he’ll have to give you that himself,” Maggie sniffed. “Apparently I wasn’t responsible enough to be trusted with them.”


    That burned her, Kate realized. Playing a hunch, Kate nodded, not looking directly at Maggie. “Oh, right. I’m sorry, I forgot. He’s going to give me a copy later.”


    Maggie gritted her teeth and for a second, Kate thought Maggie might take a swing at her. With that stick-skinny arm, it’d be like getting slapped with a bamboo rod.


    That said, she could probably snap Maggie like a twig. The thought was strangely satisfying.


    “Well, you might remind him that he did trust me with receiving the file from Yagi’s private investigator,” Maggie said sharply. “He’s been waiting for this. I’m supposed to see that he gets it immediately.”


    So why is it still here in your office? Kate didn’t roll her eyes, but she desperately wanted to. Seriously, who was Maggie related to that Thomas kept someone so obviously incompetent on for so long?


    Maggie pulled out a slim, sealed black envelope. Kate couldn’t help but notice the seal had been broken.


    “I’m allowed to read these,” Maggie said defensively, at Kate’s suspicious look. “Thomas knows better than to keep me out of it. I’m involved with this.”


    “I see.” Kate laced her voice with obvious skepticism.


    “Fine.” Maggie tossed it on top of the pile. Then she frowned. “Do you even know what’s in it? Are you supposed to know about this?”


    No, but I will as soon as I get out of here. Kate shrugged. “It’s… the report,” she said vaguely.


    Maggie’s look was withering. “Thomas and I have been through more together than you can even imagine,” she said, and there was real pain in her voice. “This is more than business. You have no idea what we really do here at Fiendish!”


    Holy shit. She knows about what’s going on in the basement.


    Again. Dumb… but not that dumb.


    But she’s got a weak spot. And I know just how to trigger it.


    “Well, I guess I’ll just have to ask him to fill me in about all that later,” she said, then took a deep breath and shot her best Mean Girls smile at Maggie. “If the way he kisses is any indication, I’m pretty sure that he’s going to fill me in plenty.”


    Maggie turned beet red, and looked like she was going to shoot flames out of her eyes.


    “Don’t worry, sugar,” Kate drawled, mimicking Maggie. “Whatever you’ve got going on at Fiendish, I’m sure that I can handle it—and everything else about Thomas—from now on.”


    Maggie went white, then a sort of purplish. Her face was like a big mood ring. “He told you? About… about the demons? The contracts? Everything?”


    “He’s told me enough,” Kate said casually, praying Maggie would just take the bait and not call the bluff.


    “I don’t believe this.” Maggie looked disgusted. “Well, then I guess you can read everything in that file. It’s the first signatory.”


    “The one I found,” Kate clarified, still playing along, her mind shuffling for details. “Victor Klauss, right?”


    “Oooh. Look who’s the expert.” Maggie’s expression was bitter. “Next I suppose you’re going to tell me that you’ll be holding the knife for Thomas, as well, when he goes after this guy.”


    Kate’s brain stuttered, and she nearly dropped the box of files. “I… What?”


    “The P.I. says we’re lucky, that this should be a cakewalk. Victor Klauss weighs about a hundred pounds, he’s ninety years old, and he has no bodyguards and crappy locks,” Maggie said, crossing her arms. “And he never leaves his house. Easy to trap, easy to take out. A total softball. Do you really think Thomas was planning on telling you all about that?”


    Kate knew she should respond, but she didn’t know how. She just kept swallowing convulsively, trying not to throw up, hanging onto the box of files like it was a life raft, despite the weight.


    “Still think you can handle things, Kate?” Maggie’s voice was mocking, and poisonously sweet. “You’re looking a little pale.”


    “I… I have to go,” Kate murmured, turning and fleeing.


    “Guess you’re not quite the tough Oakland girl after all. Now, don’t forget to give Thomas that file,” Maggie’s voice trailed her down the hall. “If I know him, he’ll probably want that little chore taken care of, before he goes out to dinner! Unless you think you can handle it!”


    Kate rushed down the confusing hallways, ducking into the little room that Maggie had stuck her in on her first day there. Leaning against the closed door, she started breathing hard, in gulping, gasping breaths.


    Well… I found out what Thomas is up to.


    Thomas was finding people who signed the contracts, all right.


    And now that he’d found one, he was going to kill a ninety-year-old weakling. This afternoon.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Fourteen


    “We should’ve had the information by now,” Thomas said, pacing around his office.


    His body felt tense as a tripwire. Finding the names of the signatories had been the tipping point. Now, one of Yagi’s investigators claimed to have actually found the first signatory. Said the man was local. He was sending over all the information they’d gathered to date via courier—with Cyril’s spies running around, they didn’t want to tip their hand.


    Now, I’m up on deck.


    Thomas knew he’d have to kill—kill thirteen people, to be precise. He knew he’d only get out of his contract if he killed Cyril; he knew that he couldn’t get to Cyril unless he killed the twelve who had signed on to protect his sorry ass. Thomas had trained, physically and metaphysically, for the past eight years.


    But I’ve never actually killed anyone.


    But today… today, he would.


    “If I get the fucking address,” he muttered to himself, ignoring his nerves by pacing.


    “You haven’t been meditating.” Yagi was standing, cool as Frank Sinatra, leaning against the obsidian wall.


    “No, I haven’t been meditating,” Thomas said, realizing that his drawl was even more pronounced.


    Did you know you sound more Southern when you’re upset?


    Thomas shook off Kate’s offhand observation. “Your investigator said that he had the address. Why hasn’t he sent it?”


    Yagi glanced at his watch, his motions graceful and smooth, like a magician. “I’ll give him another call.”


    Thomas thought he’d pace a groove into the lacquered floor. Yagi was frowning when he shut his phone down.


    “He said he sent it over,” Yagi said, irritation shading his words. “There wasn’t a lot of information—more is coming—but he had the address, at least, as well as some background. He said that he gave it to your secretary.”


    Thomas’s stomach fell. “Aw, hell. Kate didn’t get it, did she?”


    “Worse,” Yagi replied. “Maggie.”


    “Shit.” Thomas quick-stepped to the elevator, Yagi right at his side. This was way too important for Maggie to fuck around with. Especially when she was still feeling pissy about his decision to hire Kate.


    “Why did you have to use a private investigator, anyway?” Thomas asked Yagi. “Couldn’t you… you know?” He wiggled his fingers.


    “Couldn’t I do jazz hands?” Yagi asked, deadpan.


    Thomas glared at him.


    “It doesn’t work that way. I need to be in physical proximity, or have some piece of physical evidence, to use a tracking spell. The soul contracts prevent exactly that sort of magic, or else I would have used his signature to track him.”


    Fortunately, Yagi’s supernatural tracking abilities helped them manage to find Maggie’s office on the first try. “Where is it?” he said to Maggie, without preamble.


    She put down the phone she’d been fiddling with, frowning at him. “Maybe if you let me know what you’re talking about, instead of just stomping in here and yelling at me—”


    “The investigator said he’d given you the file on Victor Klauss. The first signatory.” Thomas glared at her. “Don’t play with this one, Maggie. This one is for Elizabeth.”


    “I’m not playing with anything,” she shot back. “Why don’t you ask your new secretary?”


    “Damn it, don’t get sidetracked with Kate nonsense. Where’s the file?”


    “I told you! I gave it to Kate!”


    “You what?” Thomas roared. “Why the hell would you give something like that to her? Was it open?”


    Maggie pouted. “I don’t need to answer these questions. You don’t want me around, you don’t think I’m—”


    “I don’t have time for this. Was it opened? Could she read it?”


    Maggie had a snap second of guile—and guilt—before she smoothed her face into her pageant smile. She’d been Miss Cape Fear… or almost, he remembered. Something about sleeping with a judge had gotten her disqualified. But still, she knew how to act for judges.


    She wasn’t convincing him.


    “Yes, it was open. But Thomas, like you said… this is about Elizabeth,” she said, her voice subdued. “I had to open it. I had to know.”


    Even though he didn’t mean to, Thomas felt his heart wrench a little. “Victor Klauss is not the man responsible for Elizabeth’s death.”


    “He’s helping the man who is, right?” She sent him a soulful stare, wringing her hands.


    “Yeah. Now, I’ve got to take care of this,” Thomas said. He turned to Yagi. “Have them email the file over.”


    Yagi frowned. “It’s not secure. Cyril could—”


    “I don’t care. Maybe if we move quickly enough, Cyril won’t have time to stop it until it’s too late.”


    “We don’t even know what sort of signatory we’re dealing with,” Yagi said, as close to angry as Thomas had ever seen him.


    “Oh, it should be easy,” Maggie piped up, and both men stared at her. “I told you, I read the file. The guy’s ancient, like ninety years old, and he looks like a stiff wind could blow him over.” She smirked. “If you can’t find her, your little go-getter new hire might be out trying to bag him right now.”


    Thomas felt his sympathy evaporate. “Jesus, Maggie. Tell me… please tell me you didn’t mention anything about this to Kate.”


    Maggie shrugged. “Why shouldn’t I? I thought you were the one who said she was better equipped to handle your duties. If she’s too stupid to figure out what you’ve got going on, I can’t imagine why you’d hire her.” She smiled viciously. “Unless, of course, you hired her for other, non-administrative reasons…”


    “Getting back at me is one thing. Fucking up my chance at getting my soul back is another,” he roared. “Damn it, do you really think that I would’ve told her about this? That I’d tell anyone about this? Are you actually that stupid?”


    She finally started to look a little scared, but he didn’t care. Suddenly, he thought of Kate, in his office, not two hours earlier.


    I’m not going to do anything I don’t feel is right.


    Kate, the idealist. The hippie. The rescuer, with no concern for danger. The avenger of underdogs.


    The secretary with impulse control issues.


    If she’d just found a name of some old man, slated for murder, what would she do?


    “She might go to the police,” he muttered, looking at Yagi. “Her brother, her father…”


    “I’d have heard.” Yagi checked his phone. “I’ve got sources in the precincts. Given her history, I also doubt she’d go to her family without solid evidence, and other than hearsay”—he glowered at Maggie—“she has no proof.”


    “Right. So, she can’t go to the police or family without more to go on, but she’s not going to just let something bad happen to a little old man,” Thomas said. He rubbed at his temples. This would be just like her high school days, all over again. “So what would she… Ah, fuck.”


    He knew what she’d do.


    She’d warn the old guy herself.


    “Yagi…” he said, striding out the door without a backward glance at Maggie.


    “There will be a car waiting,” Yagi said, anticipating him. “We’ll just hope to head her off.”


    They got into the elevator to the parking garage. Fear and anger burned like acid in Thomas’s chest.


    Yagi cleared his throat. “Not to say I told you so, but…”


    “I know,” Thomas said, rushing toward the parking garage. “You said Kate would make all hell break loose.”


    Yagi waited. Then murmured, “And it took…”


    “I know,” Thomas ground out. “Not even a goddamned week.”


    …


    “So? How are things going at Fiendish?” Prue asked over Kate’s cell phone, concern in every syllable.


    Kate was glancing carefully at a map she’d printed out. Fortunately, her destination wasn’t far from the BART station, but she was still hoofing it.


    If she’d known she was going to try and prevent a murder, she would have borrowed her brother Tim’s truck again.


    “Well, I quit,” Kate said with a brittle laugh. “And I found out what all the hubbub was about. Thirteen people, Prue. He’s going to kill thirteen people.”


    “Dayyyyyyum,” Prue said, in obvious shock.


    “Starting this afternoon,” Kate tacked on, checking the map again.


    Prue went silent for a second. “Did you actually tell him you quit?”


    “I think he’ll figure it out when I don’t show up after lunch,” Kate said, checking the map again. “If he doesn’t have me killed outright, I’m pretty sure I’m not getting paid this week. Oh, and right now I’m headed to tell some old fart that I’m pretty sure he’s about to be whacked. So far, on a suck scale of one to ten, I’m all the way to eleven.”


    “I’ve got Nan working on the protective spells,” Prue said. If Kate hadn’t been Prue’s best friend for a decade, she’d never have heard the fear skittering behind her friend’s business-like tone. “I’ll get a taxi and come find you, and we’ll head over to Nan’s house. Where are you?”


    “I’m over in Lafayette,” she said. “This guy lives pretty close to the station.”


    “In that case, when you’re done, jump back on the train to Pleasanton. I’ll grab you at the station there,” Prue said. “Don’t worry. Nobody’s going to get you. I’ll make damned sure of that.”


    “And then what?” Kate said, her voice breaking despite her efforts to keep it steady. “I just lay low in Nan’s root cellar for a few years?”


    “Well, at least she’s a good cook.” Prue tried to joke, but her voice cracked, too.


    “My family’s not going to understand,” Kate said. “They’re going to think the cheese has finally slipped off my cracker… that I’m just as crazy and useless as they’ve always feared.” Her voice broke on the last sentence.


    “Shhh. It’ll be all right.”


    “How?”


    “We will make it all right,” Prue said, and her voice was like steel. “Think positive, yeah?”


    Kate let out a watery laugh. “I don’t think the power of positive thinking covers stuff like this. But I’ll try.”


    “You’re just going to warn the guy, right? You’re not going to try to… I don’t know, bring him into protective custody or something?” Prue said. “I’m doing some pretty fast talking to get Nan to work magic for you. I don’t know if she’d be cool with watching some stranger—and a signatory, to boot.”


    “I’m only going to warn him,” Kate reassured her.


    “Couldn’t you just call?”


    “First, he apparently has no phone. Second, even if he did have a phone, if somebody called you and said this big billionaire guy was going to kill you, what would you do?”


    “Oh,” Prue said. “Sorry, right. He’d think you’re nuts.”


    “Well, he’s probably going to still think I’m nuts,” Kate replied. Finally, she was on the right street. She started checking house numbers. “But they seem pretty confident this is the same guy who sold his soul, so maybe this won’t come as a complete surprise. Hopefully he’ll see that nobody could make a face like this and not be serious. I’ll just get it done, and then grab a train the hell out of Dodge.”


    “I’ll be waiting for you at the station,” Prue said. “I’d have gone with you if you wanted. Hell, you can tell me where you are, and I’ll grab a cab. I don’t like you alone out there with all this going on.”


    “I know,” Kate said. And it meant a lot. “But I’m almost there, and it should take me five minutes. I’ll see you soon.”


    Prue sighed. “Love you. Be careful, chica.”


    “Love you, too,” Kate said, then hung up, just as she arrived at his walkway.


    The house was nice, she realized, with a bigger than average yard, and a style that was a little more sumptuous than the surrounding houses justified. It looked like an older building that had been remodeled and improved on. Like a McMansion on steroids.


    She walked carefully, trying to concoct some cover story that would justify her being there. But how exactly did you lead up to, Say, I think the guy I used to work for is going to kill you?


    She sighed. This was so, so going to suck.


    She knocked. There wasn’t an immediate answer, although there was a car in the driveway.


    Please be home, she begged. If she had to come back, she was pretty sure she wasn’t going to make it—and Thomas would probably hunt her down. She felt anxiety like prickles across her skin.


    The door opened slowly, and a leathery looking older man stared back at her, with a small, goofy smile of apology. “I’m sorry my dear, it takes a bit longer to get to the door than it used to.”


    She smiled, even though she was pretty sure she looked sickly doing it. “Absolutely no problem. Um, are you Mr. Klauss?”


    She waited, but he seemed to be staring at her, rapt. She wondered if he had some kind of dementia. This thing just got worse and worse.


    “Mr. Klauss?” she repeated.


    He shook himself. “I’m sorry, but… is that your natural hair color? It’s gorgeous,” he enthused, then winked at her. “I have a thing for pretty young redheads.”


    “Absolutely all mine,” she said, feeling a little tension leach out.


    “Isn’t that amazing. And here you are on my doorstep,” he said. “What can I do for you, young lady?”


    She blinked at him. Given what Slim had told her about the power base, this old guy had signed on to be a human shield. Thomas would kill someone like this? This slow little geezer, who looked like a good strong gust would blow him over?


    “I, uh…” She cleared her throat. “You know what? I’ve got a really weird story, and you’re probably going to think I’m crazy, but I have to talk to you. I won’t take up too much of your time.”


    “You don’t look crazy, dear,” he reassured her, his voice soothing. “And as it happens, I don’t get a lot of entertainment. I love stories, even weird ones, and I can’t imagine a prettier storyteller to pass the afternoon with. Why don’t you come in, and tell me all about it?”


    He’s a sweetheart, she thought, and stepped in. The house smelled like old man—a little musty, with hints of cedar and cologne. He shuffled next to her, taking her down the hallway to the living room in the back of the house. She sat on the couch, waiting for him to sit next to her.


    “Now, what’s this all about, dear?” he asked, after she turned down his offer of tea and cookies. “I hope you don’t mind my saying, but pretty as you are, you look upset.”


    “Do you know Thomas Kestrel?”


    He frowned. “The name’s a bit familiar.”


    “He owns Fiendish Enterprises.”


    “Ah, yes!” The old man all but clapped his hands. “Read about that building of his, in the paper. Ugly, garish thing. What about him?”


    “I, ah… I work for him, and…” She swallowed hard. “There’s just no easy way to ask this. Did you sell your soul at some point?”


    He stared at her. “I’m sorry, but my hearing’s not what it was. Did you ask if I sold my soul?”


    “I know it sounds crazy,” she said, miserable. “I told you it was weird. But your name was on a contract at the office, and I think… well, I actually know that Thomas Kestrel is going to come after you.” She paused a beat as he stared at her. “Like, to kill you,” she clarified, when he didn’t seem to comprehend.


    “After me? To kill me?” The man shook his head, then stood up. He reached for a remote, clicking it. The Venetian blinds closed, startling her. “Do you know when?”


    “Soon, I think,” she said, and nerves started to skitter up and down her spine. “You know, now that I’ve said it out loud, I feel even more stupid. I could be wrong, but… I thought…”


    “You thought telling me was the right thing to do.”


    She nodded, tears clogging her throat in gratitude. “I don’t know what you’ve done,” she said, “and it’s none of my business, but… I can’t be a party to someone getting killed. I’m not going to just stand there and do nothing.”


    “That’s very noble of you,” Victor reassured her. “Now, one question—how did you find me?”


    The old man looked less frail, she noticed, once the blinds were closed. He stood straighter and his rheumy eyes gleamed a sharp blue. Even his smile was… different.


    Suddenly unnerved, she got to her feet. “He had your address. Got it from some private investigator.” She swallowed hard. “He’s probably on his way now. I should go. I mean, we both should. It’s not safe.”


    “No,” he agreed quietly. “No, it certainly isn’t.”


    Then he lunged for her.


    Her body had acknowledged the threat before her mind had. Unfortunately, he moved quickly… more quickly than she could have imagined. She’d taken two steps before he tackled her, and she hit the hardwood floor like a ton of bricks.


    “Now, now, you don’t need to be in a hurry to leave,” he said, his voice a raspy, creepy whisper. “I do love young redheads. Especially noble ones.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Fifteen


    “This is Victor Klauss’s address,” Yagi said, shutting off his phone. “Mendoza, my private investigator, just confirmed it. You were right. She went to warn him.”


    Thomas clenched his jaw. Yagi’s weird magic was leading them there now. Confirming that Kate was at the first signatory’s house was a wrinkle Thomas hadn’t anticipated and wasn’t looking forward to. It was hard enough to get his head in the game, to prep for killing someone.


    But now Kate’s there.


    How the hell was he going to explain this?


    “The P.I. sent over duplicates, rush delivery via messenger. I’ve read through the highlights of his file so far,” Yagi said. “He’s a psychopath; a serial killer. A rich one, whose family always managed to keep him out of jail, although he spent some time in mental institutions…”


    Thomas saw his knuckles were turning white from the pressure he was exerting on the hilt of his knife. “He’s ninety.”


    “He’s a signatory,” Yagi replied. “That means he’ll have power. He may look like an old man, but don’t make the mistake of underestimating him. As part of a power base, he’ll be superhumanly strong.”


    “Wonderful,” Thomas said, but he felt an odd comfort. Killing someone wasn’t what he’d wanted, but killing a psychopathic serial killer in self-defense wasn’t so…


    “Wait,” Thomas said, as his mind whirred. “Kate’s there. With him. With the serial killer.”


    “Yes,” Yagi said. “And given his victims were all females in roughly her age range, I imagine that he’s probably giving in to his proclivities.”


    “He’s killing her?” Thomas felt his blood pound with rage and sheer fear.


    She can’t die. A flash, a memory-picture of Elizabeth, in a pool of red. Please, please, don’t let Kate die, too.


    “Thomas, I hate to point this out now, but Kate knows too much as it is,” Yagi said quietly. “And if he’s torturing her, it’s keeping him in one place. He’s doing us a favor if she dies, and she’s doing us a favor by dying.”


    “Yagi?”


    “Yes?”


    “Shut the fuck up.”


    Yagi didn’t look offended. He simply sighed. “I warned you, Thomas. You can’t afford emotion. Not if you’re going to get your soul back.”


    Thomas ignored him.


    The car pulled up to the curb, and Thomas was out before it came to a full stop. Yagi was right behind him. Both had their knives at the ready.


    “Remember… it’s got to be a clean jab, through the heart or across the throat,” Yagi whispered.


    As Thomas got closer to the house, he circled around, looking for a window or a door, some way to get in. Suddenly, he went still, pressing his ear to the wall. He heard muffled voices.


    “Yagi? Can you do that thing… the spell thing? So I can hear?” Thomas said.


    Yagi sighed again, then closed his eyes.


    Suddenly, Thomas heard as if he were in the room with them. He recognized Kate’s voice—but it was abnormally high and thready, he noticed.


    And scared.


    “Mr. Klauss…” Her voice quavered. “Please. You don’t want to do this.”


    “Actually,” a cheerful voice all but sang, “I really, really do. My last playmate died not too long ago. I’d just gotten rid of her body when you so serendipitously arrived on my doorstep. It’s kismet!”


    Thomas moved toward a back door, looking for the best way to get in. The obvious fear in Kate’s voice gnawed at him, forcing him forward.


    “But business before pleasure,” the man’s voice said, irritated. “How did Kestrel find me?”


    “I told you, he hired a private investigator.”


    “Yes, but how did he know to look for me? How did he find me?”


    There was a long silence… then she let out a short, sharp shriek.


    “This is going to hurt, regardless,” he said. “But you might as well tell me.”


    “I came here to warn you!” she shouted. “I came here because I thought I was going to Hell and I couldn’t let him just kill you. Now, I hope he makes it hurt, you withered old fucker!”


    The man’s laugh was tinged with madness. “Oh, that little whelp isn’t going to kill me, don’t you worry. I think I’m going to enjoy making you tell me everything you know.”


    “No… no… pleasepleaseplease…” Her breath sped up, hyperventilating fast as an over-revved engine.


    The scream echoed through Thomas’s head. He gritted his teeth, then motioned to Yagi, who moved like lightning.


    “If we break in, he’ll kill her,” Thomas said. “We need to surprise him. But hurry.”


    Yagi nodded, working on the lock with small tools he’d pulled from his pocket.


    He could still hear Kate. She was weeping, screaming. Then there was a sickening crack, and a shrill, high cry of agony.


    “Ah, yes, sweetheart,” the man’s voice said. “To think, you didn’t even know what you were getting yourself into when you decided to work for Thomas Kestrel.”


    “Actually… I’m… a temp,” she said, then shrieked. “Motherfucker!”


    “A temp? Good grief.” The man’s chuckle was evil. “Well, I don’t think you’ll have any more assignments.”


    “Yagi?” Thomas asked, his voice tight.


    Yagi grimaced at him, and the door suddenly swung open.


    There was a piercing scream, and then a heart-wrenching, angry sob… and creative, vicious swearing. He would’ve been impressed by the sheer imagination behind her anatomically impossible obscenities, but he was too frightened for her life.


    “It’s a pity that I won’t have the time to spend with you that I’d really like,” Victor said over Kate’s spew of curses. “It’s not safe for me to stay here if your precious Kestrel knows the address, although I’m hardly afraid of that little upstart. Still, I can take a few minutes to… indulge.”


    Then the sound of wet thuds and gurgling screams filled the air.


    Yagi and Thomas rushed into the house, knives at the ready.


    Oh, God, Kate…hold on, baby, Thomas thought, and sprinted.


    …


    The pain was obscene, almost baffling in its intensity.


    Kate couldn’t think, couldn’t move, could barely breathe as her body shrieked at her, overwhelming her with the painful reports that things were bleeding, broken… failing.


    She was dying. And the deceptively strong old man was grinning at her like a ghoul, eyes gleaming with a perverse lust as he struck her, over and over, with the brass candlestick from the mantel.


    If I were Buffy the Vampire Slayer, I would totally be kicking your ass right now, the small part of her brain, the one that made inappropriate quips during times of high stress, yelled at Victor.


    But then, she wasn’t Buffy.


    That said, her protective inner stand-up comedian might not be able to fight—but she sure could talk smack.


    “Bet… bet you can’t even get it up, Matlock,” she slurred, intent on hurting the bastard in any way possible before he punched her ticket. “Bet you’re hung like a Tic Tac.”


    She got the satisfaction of seeing his face transform into a snarl—right before he brought the candlestick down hard on her ribs.


    Okay. Maybe the smack talking isn’t helping. Her inner smart-ass, which usually never shut up, was finally subdued.


    I think we’re really dying this time, kiddo.


    There was a loud sound. She thought it was something in her body, some large bone, until she realized it wasn’t her at all. It was the sound of the old man yelling in surprise—just before there was a loud thud. Through her distorted vision, she could barely make out two figures. Two men, she thought. The old man, fighting. Running?


    And… was that Thomas?


    Of course. He was here to kill the old man, after all.


    “Go fuck him up,” she said with approval, although through the blood in her lungs, it came out more like “Guh fohp.”


    She thought she heard yelling, scuffling. Maybe running. Then, she barely registered the smooth, sexy scent of Thomas’s cologne.


    “Oh, honey,” Thomas breathed next to her. “Oh, sweet crispy Jesus. This is bad.”


    She opened her eyes. Pain flashed through her like a lightning bolt. She gasped, or tried to. Breathing was becoming problematic.


    “Kate.” Low voice, slightly accented. The Asian guy, the cool bodyguard with the shades. Yagi. “Don’t move.”


    “Wasn’t… planning… on it,” she managed to say, even though each word cut her. She thought she saw Thomas grin before her eyes shut.


    She didn’t know how many jokes she had left. Or how much time.


    I’m dying. It seemed stupidly obvious, but the fear dwarfed the unbearable pain for just one second.


    If she died, at least this screaming, relentless pain would stop—and there was a seductive temptation to that. But as even the hint of vision she had closed off, and her pain drifted a little, she started to subconsciously wonder… wasn’t there a light she was supposed to head for?


    Because right now, everything just seemed dark.


    She heard the hollow sounds of a scuffle, as if from a far distance. Footsteps… running. Cursing. She struggled to hang on.


    There’s no light. No fucking light.


    They never tell you what to head for if you’re going to Hell, she realized. She doubted there was a light over that entrance.


    She whimpered. The vision of Hell had her clinging to the pain, like hanging from a sharpened sword over a chasm.


    “Damn it.” She recognized Thomas’s deep, silky drawl. The undertone of fury. “He was ready for this. Ready for us. Probably just a lure.”


    “That would make sense,” Yagi’s voice said. “He’s bait. That’d be why he’s in the city. Why else would Cyril have one of his signatories so close to you?”


    “You get a tracker spell on him?”


    “Yes,” Yagi said, with some small satisfaction. “He won’t go far.”


    “Kate.” Thomas’s voice was low, with that tin-echo effect, but Kate could still hear him, like a faint but perfectly clear radio station. “Is she… ?”


    “She’s not going to make it, Thomas.”


    A pause. A long silence. Hearing the confirmation made her weep… at least, she thought she might be weeping. Her body felt a long, long way away.


    And it was getting colder.


    “Kate… Katie, hon.”


    She felt attuned to his voice.


    “You’re dying, sweetie.”


    She whimpered, couldn’t help it.


    I don’t want to die.


    She remembered Slim’s face—his worry, his absolute conviction that it was going to be agony and unthinkable pain. She’d fucked up so many times in her life, made so many mistakes.


    She thought back to the third grade… to Sister Mary Grace’s prune-like face, after her second expulsion from Catholic school. “You keep this up,” the woman had quavered, pointing her wrinkled finger, “and you’re going straight to Hell!”


    At the time, Kate thought that the nun had just been speaking metaphorically—and, admittedly, was just super pissed. But maybe she’d actually been prescient.


    It’s bad enough I’m dying, and probably going to Hell. Irony is just adding insult to injury at this point.


    “There is a way I can help you,” Thomas’s voice said, quickly, almost desperately, bringing her back for a moment. “But I’m going to need you to agree to it, okay? I’m going to need you to show me you’re doing this of your own free will.”


    “Thomas!” Yagi said, sounding scandalized. “Don’t we have enough problems? Just let her die already. You don’t need the complications.”


    “She was only trying to do the right thing,” Thomas said. “I’m not having her die for something she was trying to fix.”


    Going to hell, she thought. Dying, and going to…


    “Katie, if you want to live,” Thomas continued, “I need you to lift your hand, sweetie. Okay? Just lift your hand.”


    She thought about it. The pain. She couldn’t live with this pain. Didn’t know how she’d live, period.


    I don’t want to go to Hell.


    Her body screamed as she tried to force it to move. It ignored her.


    “Thomas, her skull is partially crushed,” Yagi snapped. “She’s bled too much. You’re going to need to shift some of your soul energy to heal her, which you haven’t practiced and haven’t tried before. It’s going to knock you out for an hour. And frankly, every minute we spend with her is a minute he’ll slip away.”


    “Kate,” Thomas said, his voice pleading. “I’m not going to make your decision for you. But I will help you if I can. Please. Let me save you.”


    Despite the maelstrom of pain, her mind went quiet. She thought of everything she’d ever wanted. Everything she had done wrong. Everything she’d swore she’d do.


    No, damn it. No way I’m going out like this.


    The pain was a wave. She dove into it. Then, through a brutal force of will she didn’t even know she possessed… she lifted her hand.


    Something pressed against her thumb.


    “Signed with blood,” Thomas said. “It’s done.”


    Wait, whoa, she thought, as her hand fell away. I signed what, now?


    Then she felt something indescribable. A burning flash, all the darkness turned instead to blinding, equally painful light.


    She shrieked, then fell into numbness. As she heard Thomas yell, like a wounded wolf, she dropped into the void, and went gratefully unconscious.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Sixteen


    Thomas opened his eyes slowly to a light gray room. It took him a second to realize he was on a hospital bed, with the railing up. Then he saw the gray cupboards.


    He glanced around. Everything looked band-box new. Not a hospital, he realized. The medical floor that Yagi had suggested he install at the condos in the Havens.


    “Even if all goes well,” Yagi had said at the time, with his usual aplomb, “there are going to be injuries you won’t want to explain to the authorities.”


    So there were injuries. His head pounded. The last time he’d felt this logy and vicious was after a three-day tequila drunk, back when he’d given college a go. “What happened?” he croaked.


    As if to answer his question, memories tumbled back in a rush. Tracking Kate. Saving Kate.


    Signing Kate.


    He sat up abruptly, almost immediately regretting it as his stomach did a quick, sickly spin. “Where’s Kate?”


    “Relax, Galahad,” Yagi’s voice said, his slightly British-tinged English sounding even more clipped than usual. “She’s in the next bed. As you hoped, you managed to save her life. You even managed to heal her almost completely—which is why you probably feel like a truck ran you over.”


    Thomas grimaced. “That’s about right.”


    He focused on Yagi’s face. Yagi’s expression was… well, “purely pissed” didn’t even begin to cover it.


    “Of course, if you’d been open to discussing the practical possibility of signing souls earlier,” Yagi continued, his voice almost gentle despite the ferocity of his expression, “I could have explained to you that when you sign a soul, there’s a certain… exchange of energy that takes place. And we could have discussed how you can both draw power from and share power with your signatory deliberately, with training.”


    “I sense a lecture here,” Thomas said, wishing like hell his tongue didn’t feel like it was covered with sand.


    “Well, it really didn’t seem the right time to teach the finer points of soul contracts as I watched my client drop like a stone after creating a half-assed signing while the object of our mission slipped out the back and disappeared.” Yagi glowered.


    Thomas winced. “Victor escaped?”


    “Yes, damn it!” Yagi snapped. “I told you. I warned you—there isn’t time for sentiment, not if you’re going to get your soul back.”


    “What was I supposed to do? Let her die?”


    “YES!” Yagi roared.


    Thomas lowered the safety railing, swinging his legs off the side of the bed despite the screaming protest in his head. “Well, excuse the hell out of me,” he muttered. “There’s bound to be a learning curve.”


    “There is no learning curve here,” Yagi said, each word slicing like a razor. “Not with what you’re up against. Failure is worse than death and there is no room for error. I have told you this, but apparently I’ve been talking to myself. Either that, or yet again, I’ve got a client who refuses to listen to my advice!”


    Yet again? Thomas filed that one away for future questioning, instead focusing on how he could try and salvage the situation. “We were in the same room with Victor. You saw him. We can find him again, right? Can’t your magic work with that?”


    If possible, Yagi’s expression turned even more bitter. “I shouldn’t have to use my magic, Thomas. He should be dead. And so should Kate.”


    Despite his lack of equilibrium, Thomas stood up and staggered toward Yagi.


    “You wouldn’t be so goddamned bent if you were able to find the guy,” he said, with an icy fury of his own. “I’m paying you to locate him for me, not tell me it’s my fault you fucked up.”


    Yagi bared his teeth, which came to unnatural, predatory points. “You pay me to advise you,” he shot back. “You pay me to save your soul, or so you claim. But I don’t care how rich you are; no amount of money is worth letting you set me up to fail as the price for your ego and stupidity!”


    With that, he stalked off, and Thomas leaned against a nearby wall, grimacing with pain. Only to see Kate, in the other hospital bed, staring at him.


    “Well, the upshot of that whole rant seems to be I’m not dead,” she said, her green eyes wide and wild. “So there’s that.”


    Thomas felt some of the anger ebb out, only to have the space filled with guilt and concern. “I’m sorry, Kate.”


    She was wearing a muted gray hospital gown—they must have needed to take off her torn and blood-crusted clothes. She looked surprisingly delicate, something he’d never considered. “He almost killed me, didn’t he?”


    “But he didn’t,” Thomas emphasized, dragging himself to her side.


    “I felt things breaking… bleeding…” She swallowed convulsively, and his chest ached. “How badly am I hurt?”


    “You’re healing fast. Yagi says you should be a hundred percent by midnight.”


    She let out a little snort of disbelief, sounding much more Kate-like. “Bullshit. My mom’s a nurse. Even if he’d just smacked me around, I wouldn’t be a hundred percent.” She paused. “What did you do, Thomas?”


    Another wave of guilt rolled through him. “You’re going to find this hard to believe, so bear with me,” he said slowly. “Kate… I signed your soul.”


    “That’s what I agreed to?”


    He nodded, feeling like crap. “Your blood and the thumbprint make it binding. Right now, it allows me to… well, use some of my powers to help you.” He really, really needed to research this more; Yagi was right on that one. He’d never intended on having signatories, and now he needed to figure out what signing Kate entailed. “If I get this right, I think you don’t have any powers unless you actually sign your real name. Or something. I need to get a frickin’ book.”


    “And… that means I’m going to Hell, right?” she asked. “When I die. It’s like a nonstop ticket.”


    He winced. He hadn’t wanted to think about it, but of course—if he was damned, then so was she, by extension.


    “I’m going to do everything I can to prevent that from happening,” he said instead. “It sounds bad, but it’ll get better.”


    She sat there, absorbing it, and he wondered for a second if she was going into shock. Then she leveled those killer green eyes on him, and she looked surprisingly calm.


    “Tell me everything,” she said. “I’m in too deep now. Why don’t you tell me what’s really going on here?”


    For a brief, seductive second, he thought about sitting on the bed and spilling to her the whole ugly shebang. The sheer relief of unloading all this crap on another soul was overwhelming.


    But what good would it do? Haven’t I screwed her up enough?


    He forced a smile. “Trust me, the less you know, the better.”


    “No, you trust me,” she said, not smiling back. “I need to know this stuff. I’m already signed. The less I know, the more dangerous it is for everyone.”


    “You’re barely handling the idea of soul contracts,” he said firmly. “You might think you’re strong, but you have no idea just how complicated, and just how harsh, all this is about to get.”


    She sighed. “I know that you’re looking for a power base of twelve people,” she said in a monotone, shutting him up. “I know those twelve signatories protect a thirteenth, and I’m guessing number thirteen ‘done you wrong’ or something, so you’re gunning for him. I figure you could’ve killed me at any time, but apparently I’m useful, probably because I could work with the contracts without getting killed or going crazy. Now, I get the sense that you signed me by accident, but that I can still be useful. There are a few gaps, but tell me how I’m doing.”


    He stared at her slack jawed for a moment. Then he loomed over her, his previous anger at Yagi and at himself and his shock at her information dump spilling out. “How did you know all that? Who do you work for? Who sent you?”


    “Who sent me?” She sat up quickly, then groaned, closing her eyes and pressing her fingertips to her temple. “Nobody sent me but a temp agency, you ass!”


    It took a second for it to sink in. “Then how do you know all that?” he demanded.


    She screwed open one eye to glare at him.


    “For future reference,” she said, “never underestimate my ability to find shit out.”


    He collapsed against the bed, putting his own head in his hands. “You are gonna be the death of me, Kate O’Hara.”


    He felt her touch, soft and insistent, on his arm, and he glanced at her.


    “Tell me,” she said. “How bad is this? Exactly what scale of trouble am I in?”


    He put his hand on top of hers. Then he squeezed her fingers very gently.


    “I’ll take care of it, Kate,” he said with a steely determination. “I swear it.”


    Oh, really? his subconscious mocked.


    Like you took care of Elizabeth?


    …


    “Kate, where the hell are you?” Prue’s voice crackled over Kate’s cell phone. “I’ve left you, like, twenty messages! When you didn’t show up at the BART station, I freaked out!”


    “Things came up,” Kate said, her voice sounding distant to her own ears. It was close to eight o’clock, and getting dark. She’d recovered as best she could at the Havens, but when Thomas left to handle something business-related, she’d thrown on a pair of large sweatpants and a T-shirt that she’d found, and fled. “Things… went wrong. I’m taking a cab to Nan’s. I’ll be there in a few minutes, okay?”


    “Okay,” Prue said. “But you’d better tell me everything when you get here. Are you all right?”


    “No. Not remotely,” Kate said, then stopped, realizing that the cab driver was listening in over his hip hop radio station. “I’m almost there, and I’ll tell you everything.”


    She hung up, feeling wrung out. She’d done her best to fix things. She’d tried to warn that old guy that he was going to get killed. If Thomas is only killing assholes like Victor, she thought, I’ll be happy to help him.


    Then she realized—for all she knew, that was her new job description.


    Pick up dry cleaning. Arrange for murder of asshole number two. File TPS report.


    Ugh.


    Prue would help her, Kate thought, biting her lip. Nan was some sort of supernatural badass, and Prue appeared to be a mystical force in her own right. Even if she wasn’t, nobody brainstormed like Prudence Mikai.


    Kate started feeling some of the fear and panic recede. They’d talk it over, figure it out. And Kate would get her life—and her soul—back.


    After ten minutes, the cab pulled up the winding dirt road that lead to Nan’s house, in the middle of the grasslands a little ways from Pleasanton, “out in the boonies” as her mother would say. The lights were on, casting shadows of Nan and Prue, who stood waiting on Nan’s wraparound porch.


    “Want me to hang out?” the cabbie said.


    “Nope, I’m fine,” she said, handing over the money and cautiously getting out. Her body was healing—Yagi wasn’t wrong there, she was recovering remarkably quickly—but she still felt off, like she was getting over a really bad cold or a wicked sprain or something. She stood there, taking a deep breath, as the taxi pulled away.


    Prue rushed off the porch and down the path to her, arms open. “Girl, you shaved about ten years off my life,” she scolded, starting to hug her.


    “God, Prue, it’s been the worst day,” Kate said, hugging back. “I’m in trouble. I’m in serious…”


    Before she could finish, Prue shrugged out of her hug, jerking her arms back. “Kate?” Prue said slowly, staring at her. “What did you do?”


    Kate blanched. She’d never heard that much disgust in Prue’s voice before—not even when talking about Tad, whom Prue out-and-out loathed. “Well, let me preface it with, I was doing what we’d talked about. I was just trying to…”


    Prue took two large steps back. The revulsion in her eyes was horrific, and she held her hands up. “You signed your soul over to the Darkness.”


    “I had to,” Kate said, taking a step forward, only to have Prue retreat even more, stumbling onto the porch.


    Nan came through the front door, holding up her cane like a sword, pointing it at Kate before she got too close to the house. Kate huffed. “I was dying, Prue! That guy I was trying to save? Total psycho, and he… he…” She swallowed hard against a wave of nausea. “I was hurt. My skull was crushed, I was dying…”


    “So that boss of yours made you a deal,” Nan said, and her voice was tinged with sadness… and irritation. “Lord, child, you are just made of stupid.”


    “Hey, it wasn’t my idea to go back in there and find out what was going on,” Kate said, feeling defensive, and hurt. “Prue, you said—”


    “You signed your soul.” Prue’s voice sounded strangely like a growl—not just a metaphor, either. A real growl, like something an animal would make. “You signed your soul over to Hell.”


    “Hello, I was dying!” Kate snapped. “I wasn’t thinking straight! Would you rather I was dead?”


    Prue’s silence spoke volumes, and Kate felt it like a stabbing wound in her chest. She didn’t think anything would hurt more than the beating she’d had at Victor’s hands.


    Apparently, she was wrong.


    “Prue,” she pleaded, her eyes welling up with tears. “I came over here to find out what I could do to fix this. I want to make it right. I want to get my soul back.” She paused as the tears spilled onto her cheeks. “Aren’t… aren’t you going to help me?”


    Prue’s expression was anguished. “I don’t think I can.”


    Nan made a little clucking sound against her teeth. “Don’t know if anything can help you,” she said. “You don’t get in trouble by half, missy.”


    “I was just doing what I thought was the right thing, and now I’m getting hosed for it?” Kate asked. “Prue, you’re my best friend. I’m sorry I did this, but I thought… Really? Is this it?”


    Prue closed her eyes for a long moment, and Kate felt tears pricking at her own eyes.


    When Prue opened them, her eyes had changed. They were now yellow, like a cat’s eyes, or a fox’s. In fact, her already thin face had turned a little foxlike.


    “Ah, shit,” Nan said, and jumped in front of Prue, just before Prue leaped at Kate. There was no way the tiny woman should have been able to stop her tall, lithe, muscular granddaughter, but she held Prue at bay. Prue snapped at Kate, her now noticeably pointed teeth clicking out loud as they snapped shut.


    Kate gasped, stumbling backward and falling on her ass. “What the fuck, Prue?” she yelped.


    Prue shook her head, then staggered back herself, hitting the door. “Oh my God,” she said, taking deep, gulping gasps. “Oh my God.”


    “You, in the house,” Nan ordered, shoving Prue in the doorway before turning back. “Kate, you’re gonna have to leave.”


    “What? Why?” Kate asked, reeling. “What just happened?”


    Nan sighed deeply. “You might say that Prudence’s heritage finally decided to show up,” she said cryptically. “For now, the hint of your demon taint—signing your soul—is triggering something she’s not ready for. Until she learns to get a grip on it, you need to stay the hell away from her.”


    “So that’s it, then?” Kate said hollowly. “I’m just screwed?”


    “I’ll look into it,” Nan grumped. “When I find out something, I’ll call you.”


    “So what am I supposed to do until then?”


    Nan’s wrinkled face grimaced. “Try not to die, first off. You die, you’re going to be well and truly screwed.”


    “Don’t die. Great. Fantastic advice.” Kate swallowed hard. “Is Prue going to be okay?”


    “Go on home, Kate,” Nan said, a little more gently. “I’ll take care of Prue.”


    Kate felt terrible. She didn’t want Prue hurt, and whatever had happened had shaken them both. But she’d never imagined her best friend attacking her. She’d certainly never thought that this could happen.


    For the time being, it looked like she was on her own.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Seventeen


    Thomas sat in a chair in a large conference room at Fiendish Enterprises. Yvonne, head of Fiendish Couture, stood next to him, towering at six foot seven. “She” used to be a power forward for the North Carolina Tar Heels back in the day. A lot had changed.


    “I wanted you to look at the prelim collection for spring,” she said, her voice low and smoky as a jazz club. “We’re doing some really avant-garde stuff, and since you’ve made that deal with so many of the movie stars from Fiendish Films, we’re getting some great buzz.”


    Thomas barely listened. “I trust you, Yvonne. You don’t need to run this by me.” Especially when he had another two meetings and a million details to take care of. And the pesky business of trying to retrieve his soul while his supernatural hoodoo consultant sulked in a corner somewhere.


    “You’ve got amazing instincts,” Yvonne demurred. “You’re probably the only one whose opinion I care about. So I’ll get my girls ready, okay?”


    She strutted off on ridiculously high heels, graceful and yet mildly menacing, as the models who rushed out of her way no doubt noticed.


    Thomas sighed, then texted Yagi for the thirty-fourth time.


    “I’m here,” Yagi said, startling Thomas. “You can stop sending me messages.”


    Thomas crossed his arms. “So, are you quitting?” he asked, staring at the woman coming down the makeshift “runway” rather than at his consultant.


    “That will be up to you,” Yagi said, none of the fury that had colored their last conversation apparent in his voice. “But I will say that, unless you can prove to me you’re serious about getting your soul back, I will not remain in your employ.”


    Thomas grimaced. The girl on the runway was wearing what looked like a barber-pole-striped dress with a metal spike as a hat, trailing a ribbon. He nodded, and she preened.


    “What does this proof need to consist of?” Thomas said, glancing at Yagi and dropping his voice to a murmur that couldn’t be heard over Yvonne’s background music. “Do you expect me to kill Kate now?”


    “Would you?”


    Thomas was staring at the next model when Yagi asked the question, and realized he was scowling fiercely when she stumbled and her expression dropped. “That’s fine,” he said to the model, then hissed at Yagi, “It wouldn’t serve any practical purpose.”


    “It might give you a little boost in power,” Yagi said. “After all, she didn’t have a lawyer go over her contract like you did. She’s got standard boilerplate—if she dies, you still get to retain a percentage of her soul power.”


    Thomas shot over an icy glare. “I’m not going to get my hands bloody just to help you feel better about your job.”


    Before Yagi could respond, Maggie settled herself on Thomas’s other side, making sure her hip made contact with him and sitting just a fraction too close. “I’m sorry I’m late,” she said, shutting off her phone and tossing her blonde hair over her shoulder.


    Thomas grimaced. “Why are you here at all?”


    She smiled at him, playfully hitting his arm. “You know I pulled this together, Thomas,” she said, sounding surprised. “I think it’s getting there, but it needs some fine tuning.”


    Thomas stared at her. He vaguely remembered her saying she wanted to be involved with this, but he was fairly certain that she was just in it to get free clothes.


    “I thought I’d sit with you, explain the choices I made and what I think needs to happen,” she said, sounding a little too chipper. She was dressed to kill in her signature red from Fiendish’s business collection. Obviously she was there to prove that she was just as competent as Kate.


    Oh, goody. Between the bizarrely dressed models, Yagi’s demands, and Maggie’s hyper-cheerfulness, he felt a headache beginning to pound in time with the pulsing dance music. “Maggie, I need to finish this conversation with Yagi,” he said through gritted teeth. “Why don’t you go check on the line up of runway models?”


    “Of course,” she purred, then walked with a full hip swing toward Yvonne. Thomas turned back to Yagi.


    “I know that letting Kate live was a setback. Get me in a room with Victor, and I’ll show you I can handle this.”


    “It’s more than just eliminating the power base, and you know it,” Yagi returned quietly. “It’s doing what a good man would be unwilling to do. The person you’re up against is one of the most vicious, brilliant men I’ve ever met. What’s more, he counts on the fact that others will have a conscience where he, himself, does not. When you hired me, you swore that you would do absolutely anything necessary to get your soul out of his clutches. Now, I need to know if you meant that, or if you simply don’t have the stomach for doing what needs to be done.”


    Thomas grimaced, waving a hand at a model who strutted by in what looked like a bloody Zebra print. “Not that one,” he called, and the model slunk back, past Yvonne, who was visibly arguing with Maggie. “You tell me, Yagi. You’ve seen my business deals. You’ve seen what I did to get here. I’ve cut deals with demons; I’ve tied up most of my fortune. I built the condos and this headquarters to your specifications. I’ve cut a deal with that asshole Al to dig contracts out of Hell itself. I’ll do whatever I have to do.”


    Maggie strode back, her expression sharp as a dagger. “That… that woman is impossible,” she said, pulling out her iPhone and clicking on it. “I didn’t want to say anything, but really, I don’t think she’s going to work out. You should seriously consider replacing Yvonne.”


    Thomas ignored her, staying focused on Yagi. “I can’t do this without your help; I know that. But I’m not going to hurt innocents just to show you I’m serious, so come up with something else.”


    Maggie turned, about to say something to interrupt, when suddenly her eyes went wide. “What’s she doing here?”


    Thomas glanced over his shoulder. Kate was standing at the door to the conference room, looking tired and hesitant, two things he hadn’t seen in her before. She was wearing khaki slacks and a blue denim button-down shirt, her hair in its usual ponytail. She looked like a lost college intern. He motioned to her.


    Kate walked up slowly, then squared her jaw. “I don’t mean to interrupt,” she said. “I was looking for you.”


    “Are you all right? After…” he paused. “You know.”


    “Yeah, sure. I’m spiffy,” she muttered, then looked at Yagi. “Thank you for helping me.”


    Yagi didn’t spare her a glance, looking at his watch instead. “I was just following orders.”


    She winced, then turned with a determined look at Thomas. “So, where should I set up?”


    “Set up?” he echoed blankly.


    “For… you know, the job.” She frowned. “You did offer me a job, right?”


    He nodded, feeling a bubble of elation. “Yeah, I did.”


    “I’m sorry,” Yvonne yelled in a deep voice, with obvious pique. “Is my fashion show interfering with your coffee klatsch?”


    “Give me a minute, Yvonne,” Thomas called back. He looked at Kate, then over at Maggie. “Mags, take Kate up to the large corner office on the twenty-ninth floor, okay? Make sure she’s set up with security cards and everything.”


    Maggie flushed for a second, her eyes flashing, but she nodded curtly. “Of course, Thomas. You are the boss, after all.” Her voice was smooth, poisonously sweet. “Kate, honey, could you go wait in the hallway for a second? I just need to run something by Thomas here for a second.”


    “Sure.” Kate looked amused for a moment, then glanced back at Thomas. “I’d really love to talk to you, when you get a chance.”


    He could only imagine. “When I’m done with this, I’ll come look for you,” he promised.


    Kate went out in the hallway. When the door closed behind her, Maggie cleared her throat. “About my special projects—”


    “I don’t have time, Maggie,” Thomas said, cutting her off. “Yvonne’s already mad, and I have a million details and meetings to take care of. We can talk later.”


    “But Thomas…”


    “I don’t like this,” Yagi said. “We don’t even know how she holds power over the demons. She could be powerful. She’s definitely unpredictable.”


    “But she’s signed now,” Thomas argued. “That’s got to be useful, right?”


    “If you’ll learn to control her,” Yagi said. “Which would mean finally studying about your powers, instead of—”


    “I have an idea about how to catch that Victor guy,” Maggie interrupted, silencing them both.


    Thomas and Yagi stared at her. “You have an idea?” Yagi repeated.


    Maggie sniffed at his obvious derision. “Well, you didn’t get him, did you? And I haven’t heard you figuring out how to find the guy since, right?”


    “I don’t tell you everything,” Yagi said, sounding offended. “In fact, I don’t think you’re privy to any information regarding this man or the current status of his whereabouts.”


    “Well, I’ve been reading the private investigator reports,” she said, sounding smug. “I had them send over those extra copies, remember?”


    “I also remember we wouldn’t have needed extra copies if you hadn’t opened your mouth to Kate,” Thomas added, watching as Maggie’s expression fell. “I’m with Yagi on this one. You don’t need to know more about Victor.”


    Maggie’s back went straight as a yardstick. “I know you think I’m a complete idiot, Thomas,” she said, managing to sound injured. “But the report said that he’s a serial killer. He’s been killing people for years, but his parents have covered it up. I mean, he never was indicted.”


    “I know,” Thomas said, irritated. “I read the report, too.” And I saw what he did to Kate. He noticed his hand had clenched into a fist. He forced himself to relax.


    “I guess he killed a bunch of women in their twenties,” she continued. “And I couldn’t help but notice—all of them were redheads.”


    She whispered this like a dirty secret. Thomas waited for a second, as she stared at him expectantly. “So what?”


    “Hey, I know things. I watch CSI and Criminal Minds, stuff like that,” she replied, rolling her eyes. “They say serial killers have a victim type.”


    “Well, if Criminal Minds says so,” he drawled.


    She ignored his sarcasm. “And they say when a serial killer gets someone in his victim type, but he’s thwarted, then he’ll need to kill again even more badly.”


    Thomas glanced at Yagi, expecting to see the Asian’s clear impatience. Instead, Yagi was looking at Maggie with curious disbelief.


    “That’s actually not bad,” Yagi said. “I’ll check the morgues, see if any redheaded women have been murdered recently.”


    “That’s not all, though. I’ll bet he really, really wants to finish what he started. If you can’t find the guy,” Maggie said, “maybe… maybe you can have him come to you. That’s all I’m saying.”


    Thomas was still reeling over Yagi’s reluctant approval, and his mind couldn’t quite wrap around what she was saying. Apparently it was a good point, since Yagi was now nodding at her with something close to respect.


    “Like I said—I know you think I’m a complete idiot. But this is a special project I might actually be good at,” she said, her smile winter cold. “You think it over, okay?”


    With that, she walked out.


    “Well,” Thomas said. “That was unexpected.”


    “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but Maggie’s got a point,” Yagi mused. “If we could somehow flaunt Kate, show that she’s not only alive, she’s thriving, and she’s just within reach…”


    “What?” Thomas said, feeling like he was rapidly losing control of the conversation. “Kate? Why Kate?”


    “Kate was Victor’s prey,” Yagi said, enunciating clearly. “She escaped. She fits his profile. She’s tied to you, and I imagine that given his relationship with Cyril, he’s probably got something to prove. Kate is perfect.”


    “Perfect for what?” Thomas felt his stomach knot. “What are you saying?”


    “You said you’d prove you were serious about this. So, do it,” he said. “Use Kate as bait.”


    …


    I need a game plan.


    Kate sat uncomfortably at the large glass desk, looking out at the Bay. She’d thought about staying away, but really, what was the point? She needed answers, and this was the only place she could think of to get any. Thomas appeared to need her, and he seemed genuinely sorry that he’d dragged her into this mess. He had technically saved her life, if damned her soul. Which was confusing enough to think about.


    She still needed to talk to Thomas, but he seemed to be the king of subject avoidance and that was going to take some time. She needed to talk to him about the job itself, besides, but Maggie hadn’t been clear on when or how that would happen. Now, she was hanging out like an underdressed corporate squatter in the cavernous office Maggie had angrily dumped her in, and waiting wasn’t exactly her strong suit.


    Admittedly, Kate had never paid too much attention to her mom’s lectures, but if her stoic mother had emphasized anything, it was that when a crisis strikes, do what you would have been doing anyway.


    So she went down to the basement.


    It occurred to her that the guys handled the contracts all the time. Maybe they’d signed their souls over, too, she thought. Of course, she seemed immune—so maybe they were, too? Maybe it wasn’t as weird as Nan Temper had made it seem.


    “Kate, you’re here,” Slim said, and she jumped, surprised out of her thoughts. “We heard that you had received a new job with Mr. Kestrel. The Overseer doubted you would return to us.”


    He sounded and looked happy to see her. She couldn’t help it; she smiled back. “How’s it going?”


    “We are down to the last name,” he said with a mixture of pride and sadness. “I think our contract assignment will close quite soon. I’m glad you came down before we had to go back.”


    Slim was a good guy. He’d always been nice to her. It suddenly occurred to Kate that he probably knew lots of stuff she didn’t.


    What’s more, he might not mind telling her.


    “I don’t suppose I can take you out for coffee, or anything. I bet you’d like Starbucks.”


    He blinked, his Adam’s apple bouncing like a fishing bobber. “No, no. Our contract is quite specific. We are limited to this building.”


    “This building, huh? So—could you go upstairs?”


    He stared, and she swore he started to sweat. “Ah… that’s probably not a good idea.”


    “But you could,” she pressed. If she was going to have this conversation, she didn’t want Al around, and to her knowledge the troll-like guy never left the basements if he could help it.


    Which brought up another question—what was Al, anyway?


    Slim swallowed hard, his expression a mix of wariness and interest. “I… Well, technically, I suppose I could.”


    “C’mon.” Kate was already beelining to the elevator before he could change his mind, dragging him along. She wondered briefly if he was claustrophobic, as he seemed to go paler when the elevator doors closed, but his fascination with the glowing floor number screen quickly distracted him.


    Fortunately, it wasn’t lunchtime or close to closing, so the lobby was relatively empty. He glanced out of the elevator like a scared rabbit.


    “Let’s go in here,” she said, pulling him across the floor and over to the lobby’s coffee shop. It was in the Fiendish building, so it was a step above the usual coffee shop that Kate was used to in most office buildings she’d temped at—but despite the décor, it was still a lunch dive. Marco, the café owner, grunted his usual hello.


    She grabbed two Yoo-hoos out of the fridge and plunked money on the counter. The tables were empty except for one of the guys from the mailroom, who was softly singing Bruce Springsteen to himself as he listened to his iPod at deafening levels. Marco got on the phone and started having a loud conversation in what sounded like Persian. Satisfied that it was as private as she could manage, Kate sat across the small table from Slim, who was staring around like a kid in FAO Schwarz. “You don’t get out much, do you?”


    “Hmmm?” He shook his head as she unscrewed the cap on his milk bottle. “Not really, no. When I get taken for contract work, I don’t tend to interact much with humans.”


    “Humans,” she repeated softly. “You don’t interact much with humans on your assignments.”


    “Well, considering,” he said. “Most demons are supposed to stay confined.”


    She goggled for a second before getting her shit together. “Demons. Right.” She paused. “Like the other guys in the basement, right?”


    “Contracted demons,” he agreed, nodding absently.


    I can’t believe he’s a demon. Kate struggled not to stare. They didn’t look markedly different—she didn’t know what a demon was supposed to look like, but she assumed they weren’t supposed to resemble guys who did mixed martial arts in octagon cages. Or maybe that made perfect sense. What the hell did she know from demons, anyway?


    I should ask Prue.


    Oh, right. Prue wasn’t talking to her.


    He finally noticed her quiet shock, and he grimaced. “You didn’t know, did you?” He sounded regretful. “Are you frightened? Should I… return to the basement?”


    “No! No. It shouldn’t be a problem. I mean, you’re not going to eat anyone, are you?” It hadn’t occurred to her that that was an option, not with Slim, anyway.


    He shot a quick glance at Marco and the mail guy, then shook his head again. “Well, no. You have managed to make sure we’re quite well fed, and even if I wasn’t—no.” He seemed amused. “But I have not known many humans who decide to speak to… my kind. Or risk exposing them to your kind, unless they deliberately wish to cause violence and mayhem.” He quirked an eyebrow at her, the question unsaid.


    “Nope. Not in the market for mayhem today,” she said, and he smiled. She bit her lip, trying to figure out where to start. “I just need information. I know what Thomas is up to, but I don’t understand why. And now that I’m signed, I feel like I need to know what I’m in for.”


    “Ah.” He nodded. “That does make sense. I will tell you what I can. What sort of questions do you have?”


    She blinked, then took a swig of chocolate milk. “I hadn’t actually thought that far into it,” she admitted. “I didn’t even know I was coming in to work until this morning, and I didn’t know I was going to boost you until about five minutes ago. I’m kind of flying blind here, and you were the first pers—um, the first guy I could think of who might help.”


    He followed her example, taking a sip, then smiled appreciatively at the chocolate milk. “You are a good person,” he murmured. “I suppose you want to know what kind of demon I am, to start with.”


    “There are kinds?”


    He smiled. “Yes, Kate. There are kinds.”


    “Oh. Okay,” she said, feeling dumb. “So what kind are you? And why does that matter?”


    “I am an Ammonite demon,” he said, sipping at the milk. “All of us downstairs, your ‘Basement Boys,’ are. That means we aren’t tied.”


    “Tied? To what?” Kate wished she’d brought a notepad. This was bound to be complicated. Maybe she’d Google it when she got home.


    “Sorry, not tied. Affiliated. With a demon lord. We…” He closed his eyes, as if struggling. “We are not in the hierarchy. We are… I believe it’s called rogue.”


    “Oh.” She frowned. “That’s a good thing, right? The term ‘demon lords’ sounds fairly nasty, so if you’re not in with that bunch, I assume you’re okay. Comparatively speaking.”


    He shook his head. “Many of us are rejects—seen as too weak to be used as anything but pawns in battle. Cattle fodder.”


    “Cannon, I think you mean,” she corrected. “And yikes. What wars?”


    “Demon Lords battle constantly in the underworld,” he said. “Every century, there is an Accounting. The Demon Lord with the most power crushes those who are lesser. The battles are…” He shuddered, and while he didn’t say anything, she noticed he looked nauseous.


    “I’m sorry,” she muttered, unsure of what else to say. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”


    He tilted his head as he studied her. “You know where demons come from, do you not?”


    She shrugged. “I was guessing Hell?”


    He frowned. “So many of you know so little about what happened before,” he mused. “But it was a long time ago. Do you know of the war in Heaven?”


    “Yeah, that one I know.” She’d managed to retain that much before getting expelled from Catholic school. Twice. “Angels rebelled; Lucifer made a bid for the throne or something…”


    “Dark days.” Slim’s eyes were shadowed—literally, like a cloud going over the sun.


    “You were there?”


    He nodded. “I was one who chose poorly, yes. I listened to the rhetoric. I swelled with pride. And I resented the puny humans and their free will.” He looked at her, almost apologetically. “No offense.”


    “Hey, none taken. I’m sure it seemed like a good idea at the time.” And the guy probably had centuries in Hell to think that one over. If anything, she’d probably be pretty bitter if she were him, so the fact that he was able to be somewhat positive about the whole thing was encouraging.


    “But once we were cast down, we duplicated the choirs, re-established a hierarchy—and fought each other. And it has been…” He shuddered. “Pray you never know the extent of those horrors, Kate.”


    She swallowed hard, pushing the chocolate milk away and wishing she’d picked a more appropriate beverage. Like Pepto Bismol. “That does bring up a point. My soul’s signed over. Does that mean I become a demon or something? How does that work?”


    “No, no,” he said. “Human souls are valuable. They are hoarded by the Demon Lords. They are…” He waved his hand, as if searching for the word.


    “Soldiers? Weapons?”


    “Currency.” He finished the milk. “The Demon Lord with the most souls, and the most powerful souls, is the one who wins the Accounting.”


    “They have to come up with a better name,” she said, nerves making her laugh weakly. “That sounds like a big, bloody IRS audit.”


    He stared at her quizzically, and she shook her head.


    “Never mind. So, if I, um, die… ?”


    “Your soul will be the property of the one who signed you,” Slim said. “And if he dies, on to the one who signed him.”


    So Thomas signed his soul, too. That explained a little bit, like how he was able to sign her soul.


    “Total pyramid scheme,” Kate mused.


    “All the way up to the demon lord who signed the original human and sent him out,” Slim agreed.


    “Is there any way to break the contract?”


    He frowned. “It is nearly impossible, but it does happen.”


    Hope lit in her chest. “How?”


    “The one who signed you has to—”


    “Kate,” Thomas’s voice interrupted. Sharply. “I didn’t know you were on a coffee break.”


    Then he took one look at Slim, and his eyes widened.


    Kate swallowed hard. Of course Thomas would choose now to show up. And find her here, kidnapping a demon from the basement and plying him with chocolate milk to pump him for information.


    Ah, crap.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Eighteen


    Thomas clenched his jaw, forcing himself not to react.


    Of course Kate was sitting at a coffee shop with a demon. Of. Frickin’. Course.


    Yagi had accompanied him, and even now the man was glaring at the tall, gangly looking demon. He snarled something in a low, hissing voice. It didn’t sound Japanese. The demon grimaced and slowly got to his feet.


    “Hey, knock that off! He’s here because of me,” Kate snapped, getting to her feet as well. Then her eyes narrowed. “Wait, don’t tell me. You’re one of those Uno-guys, too, aren’t you? Unomodi? Onomodi?”


    “Too?” That surprised Yagi enough to have him blinking at her. “You know another onimyoji?”


    “I’ve, um, heard about them,” she hedged, then stepped protectively in front of the demon. “Anyway, Slim wasn’t hurting anybody, so don’t put the whammy on him. We were just having a little Yoo-hoo break. The Boys will be done soon, and then he’s going to have to go back, so I wanted to hang out with him.”


    “And do a little research, huh?” Thomas asked dryly.


    She glared at him. “Really? You’re going to play king of the moral high ground. Really.”


    To Thomas’s surprise, the demon, “Slim,” stepped up. “Kate has a right to know,” he said with a quiet dignity that was surprising. “She needs to protect herself from those who would use her.”


    Thomas ignored the slice of guilt that slashed through him. “Back to the basement, big fella.”


    Kate put a hand on Yagi’s arm. “Don’t let Al do anything to him,” she said quietly. Desperately. “It was all my idea, dragging him up here.”


    “I will miss you, Kate,” Slim said, shocking Thomas again. Even Yagi’s eyes went wide.


    She didn’t seem to notice. “Don’t worry—I’ll visit again before you go back. If that’s okay?” she asked Thomas, with only the slightest hint of sarcasm.


    “Sure,” Thomas said uncertainly. With that, Yagi accompanied the tall demon to the elevators.


    Kate slumped down in her chair. “I’m in trouble, aren’t I?”


    “You are trouble,” he corrected, sitting across from her. “What was he telling you?”


    “What Hell was like. Demon stuff.” She shrugged, then finished the rest of her milk. “Sounds awful.”


    “From what I understand, it’s no picnic.” He cleared his throat. “But I wasn’t interrupting you simply to lay down the law. I need you to do something for me.”


    The guilt that he’d started to feel at Slim’s cheap shot now intensified. He forced his voice to stay light, casual. Charming.


    It was his deal-closing voice, he realized.


    “When I first broached the subject of you becoming my assistant, you thought you weren’t, ah, ‘together’ enough to fit the job description. It occurs to me that what you wear might have something to do with it.”


    She blinked at him. “Seriously? I was talking with a demon, and you’re pissed about dress code?”


    “I’m not pissed,” he countered, as she took her usual Kate-left-turn from the conversation.


    She gestured down at her khakis and button-down shirt. “Because this is as business-y as I can manage, I have to tell you. If it were up to me, I’d live in a Raiders sweatshirt and jeans.”


    “The black and silver would fit our color scheme, but I think it’d be better if you wore our clothing,” he said, waiting to deliver what he thought would be the winning point. “Fiendish Fashion. Everyone who is employed at Headquarters full-time is expected to wear it, actually.”


    “Seriously?” she repeated, then took a minute, looking him over. He imagined she was just taking in the black suit—which was pretty sharp, he had to admit—but the slight, almost reluctant look of admiration made him sit straighter and grin a little. “Aren’t they a bit pricey?”


    “We’ve got a lower end line at Nordstrom. I wasn’t expecting you to wear the couture line.”


    She rolled her eyes. “Ah, yes. The affordable clothes at Nordstrom.”


    “In your case, it doesn’t matter.” He reached into his wallet, pulling out a glossy black credit card. “Go into the city, to our Fiendish Fashion flagship store. Get whatever you want. Hell, get two of whatever you want. And that includes accessories—shoes, bags, jewelry. Go nuts.”


    She didn’t wear any accessories, he suddenly realized, except for her square glasses. Not a ring, earring, or even a watch. Other than her messenger bag, he didn’t think she carried a purse.


    “I bet for some women, that whole ‘here, Sunshine, go on a shopping spree’ thing is a real panty-dropper.” She laughed, then gasped. “And… I just said that out loud. To my boss.”


    “Kate,” he said around a chuckle, “I can say with all honesty that I have never met another woman like you.”


    “Yeah, they broke the mold when they made me,” she said, her creamy-pale cheeks going pink as she gingerly took the card. “Beat the hell out of the mold maker, too. I’ll drop by the store this weekend.”


    “Now, that’s not going to do.” He shifted uncomfortably. “Take the rest of the day. Henri, the manager, will be waiting for you there to help you pick out stuff. I’ll send you with a limo, too. There’s no way you’d be able to carry a full wardrobe back on the BART.”


    “A full wardrobe? And the limo? Today?” She gaped at him. “Why?”


    Thomas cleared his throat. “We’re holding a press conference tomorrow. I want to introduce you as my new hire.”


    Now her eyes narrowed. “I’m a secretary. Who holds a press conference because they’ve hired an assistant?”


    He knew she’d ask. Any other woman might have just basked in the opportunity, or quailed at the exposure. Most would be too bowled over by the Pretty Woman wardrobe treatment to care.


    But Kate went to the heart of it.


    “The president and CEO of Fiendish does,” he answered easily. “Don’t worry, Fiendish is the story more than anything. All you need to do is smile, maybe answer a few questions about your background. Honestly, they’re probably going to want to take pictures of you and ask some stupid questions, but if you’re going to represent me, I want you to look… well…”


    “You want me to look Fiendish,” she said, and graced him with a mischievous smile that had his heart pumping a little more quickly. “You want me to look the part.”


    “I want you to be yourself,” he said. “But yeah, I’d like to see you in my clothes.”


    Her eyes widened, and she licked her bottom lip nervously. He stared at the unconscious action, drawn to it.


    Then realized what he’d said.


    “I want to see you showcasing the brand,” he amended. Although he suddenly had an image of her wearing only one of his shirts—and nothing else.


    She grinned, but her cheeks were pink. “Yeah, okay, sure. I’ll, er, go get branded.”


    He smiled, and they both laughed.


    It was so easy, he thought. So easy to forget why he’d hired her—why she was still there.


    So easy to ignore why he was putting her on television, in newspapers, and anyplace else he could think of to draw Victor Klauss out.


    …


    The next day, Thomas wasn’t sure if it was bribery, curiosity, or just a slow news day, but his hardworking publicist Rhonda had managed to get all the Bay Area news outlets there for his grand “press conference”—probably by using the fact that he hadn’t had a press conference in ages as some kind of bait, now that he thought about it. Frankly, he didn’t see what was fascinating about him personally, but apparently they were slavering for a shot at him like starving dogs staring at a rib-eye steak. They were set up in the biggest conference room, using the Fiendish logo as a backdrop. There were TV news crews. There were newspapers from San Francisco down to San Jose. He was pretty sure they’d let some bloggers in, as well. And all of them were eager to hear what the big news was, since everyone knew that after he made his first hundred million, he never, ever gave interviews. His publicist had been dying to pull together a press conference since they’d relocated the headquarters.


    And today I’m announcing… that I hired a secretary.


    He’d probably come off looking self-indulgent at best, an idiot at worst. But he was running out of time—he had Victor in striking distance, his metaphysical ninja consultant was about to walk, and he didn’t have a lot of options. With thirteen bodies to drop in one year, he wasn’t going to let the only one he knew of get away.


    Yagi was confident that Victor might be brutal, was probably an unbelievably strong soul… but he had a weakness, and right now, that weakness looked just like Kate.


    Thomas glanced over. Kate had done as instructed, going out to the Fiendish Fashion store and getting outfitted “as befit her new job.” She looked sharp and chic, which wasn’t surprising, since he’d hired a stylist who had done her hair and makeup, and they’d chosen her outfit. Kate’s glossy red curls were tamed and lacquered, falling in perfect crimson swirls. She was wearing a snappy black military-inspired jacket with shiny silver buttons, a snowy white shirt, and a black tie. Her trademark glasses were gone. Her lips were a dark crimson against skin that was a little too pale, even for her.


    She looks like one of the Men in Black, he thought uncomfortably. She didn’t look like Kate at all.


    Then he noticed she also looked scared as hell, which made him even more uncomfortable.


    “You holding up okay?” he asked for the fifth time.


    “If you ask me that again,” she whispered between her teeth, “I am going to throw up.”


    Now, there was the Kate he knew. “It’ll be over quickly. Like a measles shot.”


    “Well, let’s get it over with, then.”


    He glanced at the publicist who’d pulled this together, a stick-thin woman with iron-gray hair and a beaming smile. She gave him a thumbs-up.


    Showtime, he thought, and then walked up to the black podium.


    “Thank you all for coming here today,” he said to the sea of faces in the room.


    “Mr. Kestrel! Mr. Kestrel!” People started calling out his name, waving their hands frantically, trying to get his attention.


    “Now, now, there will be time for questions at the end, but…” He took a deep breath. “The real star of today’s show is my latest hire. Everyone knows behind every great man is a phenomenal assistant, and for me, that’s Kate O’Hara.”


    There was a moment of silence as they digested that—then camera flashes went off like fireworks. Kate winced a little, a plastic smile hanging on by a thread.


    “Why don’t you step up here, Kate; let them get a look at you?” Thomas said, gesturing to her. There was a second’s flash in her eyes—why don’t you just screw yourself, her expression seemed to say—but she walked forward and took her place at his right side. “Folks, Kate O’Hara is local to the East Bay, which should show just how serious I am about our relocation here. A CEO’s executive assistant is his right arm, buffer, and guardian. She’s going to be an invaluable part of my corporate team and one of my most crucial assets here at the new Oakland headquarters.”


    They stared at him, silently, for a long moment. He could read the disbelief in their expressions. Seriously? You really brought us out all this way because you hired an assistant?


    He stood his ground.


    The flashes strobed again, like a dance club, and reporters started yelling questions like crazy.


    “That’s the announcement,” Thomas said, holding up his hands. There was a roar of disappointment.


    “You can’t just leave them like that,” the publicist said, stopping his retreat. “You were the one who called this. If you don’t control the story, God knows what they’re going to print up.”


    He knew the publicist was right, but he also knew his real agenda here. He needed Kate visible. If she just walked away, the story would still be him. He needed Victor to see her… hale, hearty, and maddeningly unharmed.


    He stopped Kate’s retreat, guiding her toward the microphones. “Kate will take a few questions,” he said, then, God help him, nudged her in front of the microphone.


    She shot him one quick poisonous glare before she turned back to the roaring clamor of journalists. “Whoa. Okay, let’s everybody… Come on. Everybody settle down now.”


    Pandemonium still reigned for a solid five minutes. In the meantime, Kate stood there, arms crossed, looking bored. “I can stand here all day, guys,” she said, and they finally quieted. She pointed at an earnest young Asian man in the front. “You’re from the Daily Cal?”


    “Yes,” he said with a grin.


    “I went to Cal,” she answered, with a grin of her own. “What’s your question?”


    “Why is your hiring important?” he asked, his voice breaking on the last word. He cleared his throat as people laughed. “I mean, Thomas Kestrel never has interviews and never does press conferences. What does your hiring mean for Fiendish Enterprises?”


    Kate glanced over at Thomas. “That sounds like a question for my boss,” she said, but he shook his head, ever so slightly. She sighed. “Okay. I have no idea. I’m sure it seemed like a good idea at the time. Next question?”


    Thomas saw the publicist’s eyes go frantic. He realized that he’d wanted to keep Kate in the dark about his plan to use her to taunt Victor out of hiding—and suddenly realized, in the middle of all his other work tasks, he might have considered coming up with a better cover story for this.


    Stupid. This is why you need an assistant, he thought, the irony not lost on him. Still, it would be a good way to see how Kate handled herself in pressure situations. God knew she’d probably be in a few more before the year was over.


    A local news anchor type, all big smile and fashionably cut hair, stood up and waved. Kate called on her. “So, you’re local to the Bay Area?”


    “Yes.” Kate nodded.


    “Don’t you think it’s odd that Thomas Kestrel, one of the most powerful business men in the world, hired you for an assistant?”


    “I know, right?” Kate answered vehemently, prompting more laughter. “Totally odd. Next question?”


    “Wait, I wasn’t finished,” the woman pressed, annoyed. “I mean, people with MBAs and impressive resumes would kill to have your job, working with him. And you’re… Well, my research shows that you’ve held—briefly—over fifteen jobs since you graduated from Berkeley eight years ago.”


    Thomas saw Kate grip the edge of the podium.


    “You’ve also apparently got some sealed criminal records, from when you lived in Southern California,” the woman said, and Thomas winced.


    How the hell had she gotten ahold of that little tidbit? His pricey investigator had only gotten it as a result of digging and a massive bill. Either he was overpaying the P.I., or this woman had been prepped—tipped off.


    He’d definitely be talking to that private investigator soon.


    Kate’s pale skin turned almost translucent, and guilt grilled him. He’d thought this would be slightly embarrassing for him. He certainly hadn’t been expecting this.


    Kate closed her eyes for a long minute, then opened them.


    “Was there a question in all that?” she finally asked the reporter.


    The woman’s responding smile was smug. “I’m just wondering why Thomas Kestrel is holding a big press conference for an executive assistant that he seems to have pulled out of the temp pool, who appears to have a spotty work history, a criminal record, and no real aptitude for the job at hand.” She waited a beat, then went for the knockout punch. “Especially when his last assistant was a woman he was planning on marrying… and since he hasn’t hired a personal assistant since her death six years ago.”


    God damn it.


    Almost ten years, but of course they’d bring up Elizabeth. And of course, Kate would have to field it, with no prep.


    All he was trying to do was dangle a victim in front of a serial killer, so he could whack the guy and get his soul back. Was that really so much to ask?


    Now, this was happening.


    He’d thought he was giving them a puff piece, and here they were, turning it into a character assassination. Kate must hate him. She’d probably break down crying, want to quit, might even come at him swinging. Because he didn’t have enough hysterical women with Maggie around.


    Come to think of it, Maggie wasn’t around. Which was suspicious enough.


    Thomas gritted his teeth. The way his luck was running, Victor probably didn’t even own a TV or read newspapers.


    Could this possibly get any worse?


    Kate took a deep breath. Then she crossed her arms.


    “So what you’re really asking is,” she said slowly, “am I banging my boss because I appear to have no other marketable skills, and he’s got a history of hooking up with his secretaries?”


    There was a communal gasp, and Thomas felt his heart stop as his hand reflexively went up to cover his face.


    Oh, Jesus Christ on a cracker.


    Yup. It could definitely get worse.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Ninteen


    Kate felt fury coursing through her blood stream like Red Bull.


    This is all Thomas’s fault, she thought, as the black-haired newswoman gaped and the rest of the journalists scribbled furiously. She’d told him she wasn’t big on public speaking. She had an internal censor that was on the blink about 90 percent of the time. And what was all that about his last assistant dying?


    That would have been handy for him to tell her before they threw her in front of these lions while wearing a raw meat bikini.


    But the newswoman had also brought up Kate’s sealed file, from the dark San Clemente days, catching her off guard—and then had all but said that she was a whore for the rest of the newspapers and news channels to gobble up and spread.


    Mom’s going to see this on the six o’clock news, she thought, and snapped.


    “I am not personally involved with Mr. Thomas Kestrel,” Kate said through gritted teeth. “I barely know the guy. I just started working here a few weeks ago. He offered me the gig, and I figured it’s a living.”


    “It’s a living?” the woman asked with amusement. “You’re working for one of the richest men in America—in the world. A man who has controlling interest in a number of lucrative, glamorous companies that cater to some of the most exclusive clientele in the world.”


    “Yeah, but I’ve decided not to hold that against him. A paycheck’s a paycheck.”


    Another appreciative chuckle from the crowd. The news reporter’s smile faltered a little. “If you’re so indifferent to the man and the brand, and you’re not personally involved with him, why exactly do you think you got hired?”


    “I’ve been a temp for a long time,” Kate replied. “In this economy, it hasn’t been easy getting a permanent job, but I’ve done what I had to, making ends meet. Along the way, I’ve learned a little bit about a lot of things. I can pull together a yearly report, set up databases for just about anything, and fix a copier with a letter opener. And I’ve managed to make a lot of friends. If I don’t know how to do it, I know someone who does.”


    “Do you really expect us to believe that a man in Thomas Kestrel’s position is going to hire an administrative MacGyver?”


    “Personally, I found it encouraging that a guy like Thomas Kestrel doesn’t care about inflated credentials and ass-kissing,” Kate added. “He hired me because he knows I can do the job. Other people in his position might look for prestigious sycophants, and people like you might think that he’d only hire eye-candy. But I got the job because I have skills and I can handle the job description.”


    She allowed herself to smile, a razor-sharp, vindictive grin.


    “A job that includes covering what media gets access to him. Good luck with that, by the way.”


    The woman blanched.


    “That’s all for questions.” With a quick turn on her heel, Kate strode out, ignoring the follow-ups being shouted at her. She stalked past Thomas, the publicist, the stylists, and headed back to the hallway.


    Thomas and the publicist hurried to catch up to her as the doors closed behind them.


    “Oh my God,” Rhonda hissed, hyperventilating. “That was a disaster. How was she not prepped for this? Why did she take the podium at all?”


    “Actually, I thought she did fine,” Thomas said, his voice tinged with laughter. “Better than I could have expected.”


    “You and I are having a little talk, boss,” Kate muttered.


    “Sure thing,” Thomas said, and left the publicist behind with a quick word of thanks. She was still sputtering when the elevator doors shut in her face. Thomas hit the button for his top floor office, keying it so it would go direct, without stops. “Listen, I’m sorry about that. It was supposed to be a feature, not an investigation. I didn’t think they’d dig that deep, and I sure as hell didn’t think they’d bring up Elizabeth. Honestly, I thought they’d be more restrained.”


    “Yeah,” Kate said. “Because when I think ‘American journalist,’ I automatically think ‘restraint.’”


    “I am sorry,” he repeated. “I thought they’d just take the softball, maybe try asking me a few questions. It never occurred to me that there’d be an issue.” He paused a beat. “Criminal record?”


    He would zero in on that. “Dead fiancée?” she shot back quietly.


    The doors slid open with a soft whoosh, and he gestured her in. “Come on. I’ll pour you a drink. God knows I need one.”


    She followed, loosening her tie. A frickin’ tie, of all things. She looked like a Nazi press secretary. Stupid stylist is on my list, too, she thought darkly, watching Thomas walk with purpose over to the wet bar. He glanced at her, gesturing to the wall of expensive booze.


    “Stoli and cranberry,” she said, sitting on a black couch across from the bar. What the hell. She’d earned it.


    He quickly poured her a drink with the proficiency of a bartender, then poured himself something wheat-colored, like a whiskey or Scotch or something—the crystal decanters weren’t labeled. He handed her the glass, and she was surprised when her hand shook as she reached for it. Thomas sat next to her on the couch-thing, at the opposite end.


    “I should have told you about Elizabeth.” His voice sounded bitter, self-recriminating.


    “Didn’t think about it?” Kate supplied, taking a sip of the drink and coughing. Apparently he’d put in just enough juice to turn the thing pink. Ordinarily, she preferred more cranberry, but she manfully struggled through a few more quick sips. She needed to numb.


    “There isn’t a day goes by that I don’t think about Elizabeth.”


    The raw emotion in his voice had her pausing, gripping the glass.


    He took a slow swallow from his own glass, and then started talking, looking out the window. “I met Elizabeth in school. She was a year or two older than me—I went to college young.”


    Kate remembered that. She took another tiny, searing sip.


    “When I started the company, she volunteered to be my admin because she said I surely needed one,” he said, and the amusement—and pain—in his voice was clear. “It was her support, and her charm and contacts that helped me become what I am. And yeah, I fell in love with her.”


    He waited for a second. Kate squirmed uncomfortably; the couch-thing was hard as granite. She also had a tough time processing what he was saying.


    So, he’d been in love with his secretary—his best friend, from the sounds of it? And he still thought about her every day?


    That was sweet and romantic. And sad.


    “We were engaged ten years ago,” he said, his words slow, almost sluggish. “And just after I asked her to marry me… we found out she had cancer. Stage three, fast moving, really advanced. Treatment didn’t look like it would be effective.”


    “Oh my God,” Kate breathed, putting her drink down on the coffee table and touching his arm reflexively. “I’m so sorry.”


    “I tried everything, looked everywhere. What’s the point of making all that money if you can’t solve a problem like that, right?” His laugh was bitter. “But it just looked like it’d all be over. And that’s when I met this man.”


    Thomas’s whole body went tense, taut as a drum. Anger and pain seemed to pulse off him in waves.


    “The man who signed you,” Kate realized abruptly.


    “Cyril Roman. He said that he could cure Elizabeth. I thought he was full of shit, but I was desperate, and Elizabeth was in so much pain. She begged me.”


    “So you signed.”


    He winced visibly. “Not at first, and not exactly. I thought he was after my money, or wanted to blackmail me. I thought the supernatural stuff was bullshit. I just wanted results. So I signed a contract that said I’d be his signatory, but that the full benefits of my soul wouldn’t be his for ten years. It was a vesting period.”


    “Like stock options.”


    He nodded. “The guy must have really wanted to sign me, so he agreed, and he had to prove that he’d save Elizabeth’s life in the meantime. So I signed, and just like that—all of Elizabeth’s tumors went away. Like a miracle.”


    Kate realized she was still touching his arm, but also realized it felt natural. She really wanted to hug him, hold him. Help him feel better.


    She focused harder on what he was saying.


    “For a year, I was the happiest guy alive,” Thomas said, and his voice grew gravelly. “Business was booming, Elizabeth was planning for the wedding, and yeah, I had signed over my soul, but I figured I wasn’t using it and didn’t really need it, anyway. Then things started to change. Cyril wanted kickbacks, which was fine. Elizabeth’s health was more than worth it. But he seemed to show up at weird times, always making it clear that he knew what was going on in our lives. In the meantime, I was starting to dig deeper and I found that Cyril left a swath of destruction whenever he surfaced.”


    Thomas winced. “Then, after a year in, the first ‘vesting’ happened—and I got a sense of just how much pain I was going to be in. I got a taste of what I was in for. I think Cyril gave me the glimpse as a way to keep me in line, and also because he was pissed I’d boxed him in on the contract, sort of a ‘play ball, or I’ll make your life a literal hell’ sort of tactic. It backfired. I started looking for a way out while still keeping Elizabeth alive. That’s about when he showed up and mocked me. Said there was no way out. That it’d be better to work with him.”


    “And you didn’t,” Kate realized.


    Thomas shook his head. “I told him to fuck off. Then…”


    “Then he killed Elizabeth?”


    “In a manner of speaking,” Thomas said, his voice tight. “The contract prevented him from killing her. I even had the forethought to say if he accelerated the cancer, the contract was void. But it didn’t say anything about preventing her from being in pain.”


    Kate swallowed hard against a wave of nausea.


    “I’d never seen anything like it,” Thomas mused, his eyes unfocused, and Kate saw he was remembering the horror as if he were watching a movie. “She begged me to just do whatever he said, to stop the pain. And I came close, believe me. Maybe I should have.”


    He sounded tortured. Kate couldn’t help herself; she scooted closer, making a little, sympathetic noise, and squeezed his shoulder.


    He didn’t seem aware of her touch. “But something in my gut kept telling me no, that it would only make things worse. That’s how I got in contact with Yagi. I found people who actually knew what was going on. I thought I could stand up to Cyril, that I could negotiate my way out.”


    He stopped, putting his own drink down, rubbing at his temples.


    “What happened?”


    “Elizabeth killed herself.” The words were flat, like a stone dropped on sand. “She left a note saying she couldn’t take it anymore. She couldn’t live with the pain, and she wouldn’t live with a man who would let her stay in pain because of his pride.”


    “Oh my God.” Kate felt a surge of sympathy and gave him a half-hug, her arm around his broad shoulders. The look he gave her was bleak as a Siberian winter.


    “Since then, I’ve only had one goal,” he said, his voice raw. “Getting my soul back, however I have to.”


    They sat in silence for a few long minutes. He leaned almost imperceptibly against her, as if savoring her warmth.


    “I’m sorry,” she said again. “And at the risk of sounding all Good Will Hunting… it wasn’t your fault.”


    “At the risk of sounding ungrateful,” he echoed with a sardonic chuckle, “bullshit.”


    She frowned, absently stroking his shoulder. “Why didn’t she sign?”


    He turned to her, startled. “What?”


    “Why did you sign? Why didn’t this Cyril guy just offer the deal to her directly?”


    Thomas pulled away from her, standing up and pacing back over to the bar. “I had the soul he wanted,” Thomas said. “Something about soul power. Guess mine was considered more valuable.”


    “Yeah, yeah. Slim told me it’s like currency. I guess you’re rich there, too,” she said, even as a thought tugged at her. Something’s not right with this story. “But he still wound up getting her soul, right? I mean, when you signed her?”


    He glared at her.


    “I don’t mean to rub salt in your wounds here,” she said, realizing how callous that must have come out, after he’d bared his soul—as it were—about his past.


    “I never signed Elizabeth,” he said, his voice sharp as a razor. “She was a good woman, one of the best I’d ever met, and she was so sick… I would never put her soul in that kind of jeopardy.”


    Kate stood, too.


    “You mean like you jeopardized mine?”


    Her quiet words seemed to catch him up short. “That was a different situation entirely…”


    It doesn’t matter, she thought, straightening. “I’m going back to work, boss,” she said, turning toward the doors and walking away.


    “Damn it. Kate, you can’t—”


    “I know that press conference had another reason,” she interrupted, not even looking at him. “I don’t know what, but I’m not an idiot. You wanted to get something accomplished. Maybe it was to see how well I’d handle it; maybe it was to send a message to that Cyril guy, I don’t know. But if you tell me why, I’ll be able to do a lot better job, and I might even be able to help you.”


    She heard him sigh heavily. “I’m trying to protect you, Kate.”


    The worst part was, he sounded like he meant it.


    Don’t fall for it, her head counseled.


    He’s a good man, her heart chimed in, surprising her. But she’d think about that later. For now…


    She straightened her shoulders, then turned to look at him. “If you don’t tell me stuff”—she flashed a taut grin—“I wind up saying things like ‘banging my boss’ to the local press. Just sayin’.”


    His responding grin was slow, but grateful.


    “So… you want to tell me what’s really going on?”


    He closed his eyes.


    “It was a test, like you said,” he answered. “I threw you into the deep end. And while you didn’t do what I expected, you certainly handled yourself.”


    He opened his eyes, his blue gaze piercing her with its intensity.


    “I’m glad I hired you.”


    Her heart fluttered, and she clamped down on the errant emotion.


    “Yeah, well, give it a week.” She kept her smile steady, then retreated to the elevator. When the doors closed, she rested her forehead against the cool metal.


    I know you’re still lying to me, she thought. But given the story he’d just told her—the obvious pain, his raw emotions that seemed to bring out some strong feelings of her own—she’d let it slide.


    For now.


    …


    After Kate left, Thomas stared at the elevator doors.


    It’s not your fault.


    He drank the rest of his whiskey in a long glug, ignoring the flash burn of alcohol. Yagi appeared, like a ghost, his expression unruffled and unemotional. Considering Thomas’s conversation with Kate, he knew his own expression was probably the exact opposite. He felt like a big, raw wound.


    Why did they have to bring up Elizabeth?


    “Interesting press conference,” Yagi said mildly.


    “That’s one word for it.” Thomas glowered, feeling anger like an ember in his chest.


    “That sound byte about banging the boss is going to be picked up nationally,” Yagi added. “If Victor Klauss isn’t under a rock, he’s going to see Kate’s face on every news media outlet available. Then, it’ll just be a matter of waiting for him to strike.”


    “We’re going to need to prepare for that. Put extra guards on Kate. Subtle ones,” Thomas said. “She’s not stupid, and if she sees security around, God knows what she’ll do.”


    “The mind boggles,” Yagi agreed. “She’s very… unpredictable. But that’s not what’s upsetting you, I take it.”


    Thomas put the glass down on the bar. “That reporter was prepped. You said it yourself—the investigator’s paid a lot of money to do things like break a police seal. So that means either he sold that information to the news station—”


    “He wouldn’t.” Yagi’s voice rang definitively. “I have a contract with him.”


    A demon P.I.? No wonder the guy got information no one else seemed able to. “Then there’s only one other person who would’ve leaked it.”


    Someone with a grudge, he thought, fury building. Someone who didn’t like Kate and who would love to see her embarrassed, possibly even fired.


    Someone who happened to have called in sick.


    Thomas picked up his phone and hit one of the speed-dial buttons.


    “Hello?” Maggie sounded chipper.


    “You’re not in the office,” he said without preamble. “You missed the press conference.”


    “Oh, it was so crowded and crazy, I figured I’d work from my condo today,” Maggie said with a hint of a smirk in her voice. “But I caught some of it on the news. Kate surely did make an ass of herself, didn’t she?”


    “I didn’t put Kate’s name on the press release,” Thomas said. “It just said my assistant. That reporter had done research. It was as if she’d gotten the private investigator’s write-up.”


    “Well, you know those reporters. Nosy, all of them,” Maggie said with forced cheer, her voice speeding up. “I’ll bet she paid off somebody in the mail room or something for the information. There’s this one guy I think—”


    “Maggie, do you really think you can bullshit me on this?” Acid burned in his chest. He’d felt he owed so much to Elizabeth, including taking care of her little sister.


    He now felt the debt was more than paid.


    Maggie must have sensed his resolve. “Thomas, I don’t know what you’re thinking, but I didn’t say anything! I swear!”


    “Maggie, you’re a crappy liar. Yes, the reporters would’ve brought up Elizabeth,” Thomas said, over her spluttering protests. “Everybody thinks Elizabeth died of cancer. Everyone knows I haven’t hired a secretary since her death. But the reporter wouldn’t have drawn on the suspicion that I was involved with Kate without some help.”


    “So you are involved with Kate!” Maggie accused, trying to shift the direction of the conversation. Trying to put him on the defensive.


    It was his own fault for letting it go for so long. Damn, you’ve been dumb about this woman.


    “Maggie, you’ve crossed the line and then some.” He was too exhausted to even yell at her. “This is it. I already told you, if you’ve got a problem with my hiring Kate, you don’t have to come in to the office. Now I’m telling you—you can’t come in anymore. You are officially fired.”


    “You can’t fire me!” Maggie sounded scandalized. “You promised Elizabeth…”


    “I promised Elizabeth I’d take care of you,” Thomas corrected. “I can take care of you and your bills from three thousand miles away.”


    “Three thousand miles?” she repeated, aghast. “You’re… you’re getting rid of me?”


    “I’m sending you back to North Carolina. I’ll take care of your housing; I’ll pick up reasonable expenses. You won’t starve and you won’t be homeless. But I am tired of your fucking around, Maggie.”


    Maggie was silent—for all of about two seconds. “You don’t mean that.”


    “I promise, I do,” he said, feeling numb. “Don’t test me. And don’t make me tell security to throw you out, either.”


    “You wouldn’t dare!”


    “Yeah, I really would.”


    She was quiet for another long moment. Then he heard her sniffling. Apparently, it was finally sinking in.


    “You are the cruelest bastard alive, Thomas,” she said, her voice breaking. “You know that? And I’ve wasted so much time on you.”


    “Well, now you can go pursue something you’d like better,” he said, wishing he could wrap this up quickly—he got the feeling once she was wound up, she’d be able to draw out the death throes for hours. “And I have to go.”


    “Oh, I’m so sorry I’m inconveniencing you!” she snapped. “Maybe you don’t want to pay for my bills, either. Maybe you just wish I was dead!”


    “Don’t,” he snarled, the trigger hit before he could stop her. “Don’t you even try to make a comparison with Elizabeth here.”


    “Why not? Maybe that kind of weakness runs in our family,” she taunted. “Maybe you’ll be responsible for two deaths. Am I still inconveniencing you now?”


    “Damn you, Maggie,” he said. Then, resolutely, he hung up the phone.


    “She’s got quite the vocal range,” Yagi noted, wincing. “And a flair for emotional blackmail.”


    “She’s just winding up,” Thomas said with an exhausted sigh. “The tantrum she’s about to throw will probably make most operas look like a sitcom, but too damned bad.”


    His cell phone started ringing frantically. He shut it off. He saw Maggie’s number on his display on the landline. He ignored it.


    Picking up another line, he dialed Kate’s extension instead.


    After a few rings, she finally picked up. “Kate O’Hara,” she said, crisp as a new dollar.


    “Settled in?”


    “Oh, hey, Thomas.” She sounded surprised. “Need something?”


    “Got a pen?” He waited a beat, then continued. “Good. I want you to call building security and tell them that Maggie Stillson is no longer allowed in the building. Then I want you to call the management at my condo complex, the Havens. Tell them I need a team to pack all Ms. Stillson’s things.”


    “Oh?” He heard the scratch of pen across paper. “Um, okay.”


    “Then there’s a file of real-estate holdings—it might be in Maggie’s office, or in her shared drive on the computer network. At any rate, I own a condo complex in Asheville, North Carolina. I want you to call the building and have a condo set up. Then I want you to call a moving company to take the packed belongings from the Havens to the new location in North Carolina.”


    “Okay.”


    “And I want it done by today.”


    Kate paused for a second. “Today. You got it.”


    See? he thought as he hung up the phone and shut it off, ignoring Maggie’s continual calls. No tantrums, no shenanigans, no bullshit. He said what he needed done, and with a quick today-you-got-it, Kate was on it.


    He should have fired Maggie years ago.


    If I’d met Kate sooner, maybe I would have.


    An aftershock of guilt pricked at him. “I want Maggie’s North Carolina condo to have top security,” he told Yagi, who was already on his cell phone, nodding. “I don’t want her near me, but I don’t want Cyril trying to hurt her to get at me.”


    Yagi snapped his phone shut. “Taken care of. Were you planning on letting her know by messenger, or in person? I might need to hire a special bodyguard if you were planning on evicting her face-to-face.”


    The hint of amusement in his voice had Thomas grimacing. “No, I can handle it. But it’s got to be face-to-face. I owe that much to Elizabeth—and to Maggie. Honestly. I just want to make sure she doesn’t do something stupid, like torch the building or go after Kate.”


    “Of course,” Yagi said, heading for his own office.


    Thomas felt sure the Asian sage was gloating. He chose to ignore it. Feeling relieved, almost ebullient, that things were finally going smoothly, he managed to get in a few good hours of work until the manager of the Havens called.


    “Mr. Kestrel,” the manager, Ronald Parker, said in a quavering voice. “You might want to get here. There’s been… an incident.”


    Two hours, Thomas thought. He’d managed to avoid Maggie drama for two hours. Just think how peaceful it’ll be when she’s finally gone. “Don’t tell me. Maggie Stillson’s caused some sort of trouble, right?”


    There was a shocked pause. “I… I wouldn’t put it that way e-exactly,” he stammered. “How did you know it was her?”


    “She’s a little upset because she’s not going to be working at the company anymore,” Thomas said. “Did you get a call from my assistant?”


    “She left a message,” the man said, still sounding agitated. “But, given the circumstances…”


    “I promise, I’ll pay for any damage she might have incurred.”


    The man cleared his throat. “Sir,” he said, his voice more firm. “There’s been… an accident.”


    Thomas felt a little twist of alarm in his gut. He turned his phone back on.


    There were five messages from Maggie, he noticed. Then one text.


    You can’t throw me away.


    “Fuck,” Thomas said, his skin going clammy. His stomach twisted hard. “What accident, Ronald?”


    “Ms. Maggie jumped from her balcony.” Ronald swallowed audibly. “The EMTs said she… died on impact.”


    Thomas barely heard anything else the man said. “I’ll be back directly,” he said, his own voice sounding distant. He hung up the phone, staring at it. He glanced over at Yagi. “We have to go. Now.”


    Yagi took in Thomas’s grave expression. “What happened?”


    “Maggie.” The word was hollow, just a faint echo, muffled by numbness. Thomas swallowed bile. “Looks like it’s too late to stop her from doing something stupid.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Twenty


    After gleefully arranging for Maggie’s relocation, Kate decided to wander down and check on the Boys. To her surprise, the documents were gone, the scanners were gone—the Boys were gone, except for Slim, who looked as if he were waiting for her.


    “I’d hoped you would make it,” he said, sounding relieved.


    “So the contract’s closed, huh?” Kate asked.


    Slim looked at his feet, his hands in his pockets. “We found all the names,” he said. “A lot of the others were getting antsy, anyway, with all the…” He gestured toward the ceiling.


    “What? All the building?”


    “All the souls, Kate,” Slim said gently. “It’s like having a bunch of thieves just a few doors away from an open vault. The temptation to just reach out and grab a little is overwhelming, even though it’s nearly impossible to possess someone from a constructed body.”


    “But not tempting for you,” she noted.


    “No. Not for me.” He smiled. “I’m on this plane quite a bit, though, so it makes it a little easier.”


    “Here. A going-away present.” She reached in her pocket, pulled out a Lindor truffle. He popped it in his mouth, then smiled.


    “It’s good,” he said. “Though I still think Ho Ho’s are my favorite. If I could bring them with me, I would probably rule a small corner of Hell.”


    “Don’t I know it,” she said ruefully. “So everybody else is gone?”


    “I’m the last one,” he said.


    “How do you get home?” she asked. Nobody had given her any details, and she was curious. Was there like a Stargate thing? Did they just open a portal? Maybe the building was built on a Hellmouth, like on Buffy?


    He shook his head. “No. They just remove me from the… vessel. You know. Disconnect the construct, that’s all.”


    “How does that work?” she asked, bewildered.


    He shrugged. “You can watch, if you like. But I understand it can be a bit… upsetting.”


    She’d seen pretty gross things, but it couldn’t be worse than anything she’d suffered at Victor’s. She shuddered. “Well, maybe we can work together again sometime,” she said, then impulsively gave him a hug.


    He froze, his body completely wooden. Then, awkwardly, he patted her on the back. He was still smiling.


    “You are different,” he said. “I don’t think you should watch me leave. It would upset you, and I find I don’t want you upset. But I am glad we got to say good-bye.”


    “All right,” she said.


    “I think I will look for contracts near here. I hope we get to work together at some point, as well,” he said, and to her surprise, he bowed to her, a small, oddly formal bow. “I will… miss you, Kate O’Hara.”


    “I’ll miss you, too, Slim.”


    “Ah, that’s touching,” Al said, his voice dripping with sarcasm as he entered the room. “But it’s this one’s time to go.”


    “Good grief, Al, is that—”


    Before she could say anything more, Al took a surprisingly quick step forward—and stabbed Slim in the chest.


    Kate screamed. Slim stiffened, then glared at Al.


    “That was unnecessary,” he reprimanded, his voice slow and hoarse, and then he looked at Kate. “Don’t worry. It only… hurts… for a second.”


    Then he took a step back—and exploded into flames.


    She screamed again, until she no longer noticed it. Until her throat was raw from it.


    It didn’t take long—it was like that magic flash paper, a quick burst of flame, and he disappeared, in a poof of smoke and ash.


    “Hmph. That takes care of that job,” Al said. “And would you stop screaming? I can hear fine, don’t let the wrinkles fool you.”


    She stopped screaming, mostly because she didn’t have any scream left. Tears were flooding down her cheeks.


    “It was a demon,” Al said impatiently. “No one cries for demons, you twit.”


    Her hand shot out, slapping the old man across the face.


    “He was my friend, you asshole!”


    Al took a step toward her, knife still in his hand.


    “What are you gonna do?” She didn’t back down, too angry and too hurt to give him the satisfaction of cowing her. “You gonna kill me, too?”


    For a split second, his eyes looked bloodthirsty—and tempted. Finally, he took a deep breath.


    “I didn’t kill him,” Al said through gritted teeth. “I sent him back. That wasn’t a real body; it was a construct, from a spell.”


    “A… fake body?”


    He gave her an exaggerated nod. “Yes, a fake body. It’s just a container for the demon.”


    She looked at the pile of ash where Slim was a second ago. “You’d think they’d be a little more sturdy.”


    “You are an idiot,” he muttered. “They only burn like that when there’s a demon in it. Otherwise, they just seem like bodies.” He muttered a few more derogatory things, but she was too distracted to hear them.


    “So you gave him a loaner body,” she said, finally getting a grasp on the concept. “Does that mean—could you bring him back?”


    “Of course I could!” he snapped.


    “So why don’t you?” she snapped back.


    “Because I don’t need it anymore.” He rolled his eyes, then turned his back. “Asinine woman!”


    He shuffled off, leaving Kate standing there, eyes red, throat sore.


    She stood in the empty, cavernous basement for long minutes, until the very feeling of barren hollowness freaked her out and she fled for the elevator. Stepping out into the lobby, ignoring the stares of people walking through, she ducked into Marco’s café and pulled out her cell phone, dialing by memory.


    Please, pick up. Please, pick up.


    To her amazement, she heard Prue’s tentative voice. “Hello?”


    “Prue,” she said, in an almost whisper. “Can we talk? I am having a hard time, and I could really use a friend.”


    “I’m sorry, Kate. But I just can’t.”


    “Is that it, then?” Kate’s voice was strangled. “You’re just not talking to me?”


    “It’s complicated.” Prue’s sigh was ragged. “I… Listen, I never told you about my family, about my, well, legacy. But trust me. I’m not supposed to get involved with oni. You know. Demons,” she translated.


    “I’m not a demon!”


    “You’re signed,” Prue pointed out.


    “Only because I was dying!”


    “I’m still trying to sort this out,” Prue said, and she sounded miserable. “I miss you, chica, but until I figure out how I can do this, I can’t talk to you.”


    “Prue?”


    But Prue hung up. Kate stared at the phone for a minute, stunned tears popping up and trickling down her cheeks. She grabbed a paper napkin, quickly dabbing them away.


    Her cell phone rang, and thinking it was Prue, she quickly answered it.


    “Kate?” It was Thomas’s voice instead. “You still at work?”


    It had to be around five or six. “Yeah. I was just leaving.” She suddenly realized the last place she wanted to be was home, though. She couldn’t see Prue, and going to Thalossa by herself sounded unappealing. That didn’t leave her with a whole lot of options, now that she thought about it.


    “I need you to come over to the Havens.” His voice sounded strained. “I’ve got some work here that I need you to do.”


    “Work? You need me to work? There?” she echoed. “Now?”


    “Is it a problem?” His tone was crisp.


    “No…”


    “Have security call the car service. Then have the manager bring you to see me.” He hung up before she could ask anything else.


    She growled at her cell phone. So he was going to just snap his fingers and expect her to come running like a dog?


    “Just because you signed my soul doesn’t mean you own my life, asshole,” she muttered to herself, stomping toward the lobby doors. After seeing what happened to Slim, after her brief conversation with Prue, she felt rage bubbling up through her like lava.


    I think it’s past time that we had a little talk… boss.


    …


    Thomas was waiting in the lobby of the Havens when Kate came in. She was still wearing the clothes the stylist had put her in, even though the outfit was obviously worse for the wear. Her hair had rebelled from the hairspray treatment. The waves were starting to get back to their usual riotous state. She’d taken the contacts out, her squared off glasses back on. Her tie was a little loose and askew, too. And she looked like she was ready to tear a couple of strips off of him.


    The way he was feeling right now, he’d let her.


    She pushed the glasses up on the bridge of her nose, and glared at him. “Is this going to take a while?” she asked. “Because you and I really need to talk.”


    “Words every man loves to hear,” he muttered. Ordinarily, he would’ve tweaked her more, but right now, he just didn’t want to face this alone. “We’ll talk after. Right now, we’re headed up to Maggie’s.”


    She went pale. Well, paler, he amended. “God. You didn’t drag me here to tell her she’s fired and she has to move, did you?”


    “No. I didn’t.” He took her to the elevator, and drew a deep breath. “Kate, Maggie’s dead.”


    “What?” Shock smacked the scowl from her face. “How? When?”


    “Couple hours ago,” he said, taking a minute to remember which floor Maggie’s condo was on. He’d made sure to keep it fairly far from his own penthouse suite, but it was still on one of the higher floors. “The police finally cleared the scene. She jumped from her balcony.”


    “Why?” Kate asked, then bit her lip. “I’m sorry. Did she… did she leave a note?”


    “The police said they didn’t find one,” he said. They were still going to be investigating, he realized. And since he was the closest person to Maggie, he got the feeling they’d be crawling up his ass any moment. Well, that’s what he had lawyers for. “But they cleared me to go through her apartment.”


    “Do you think there was… I don’t know, foul play?” she said, then grimaced. “I don’t think I’ve ever used that seriously in a sentence before. I mean, did somebody murder her?”


    “No, I’m pretty sure she just jumped.” He felt pressure on his chest. “Because I was firing her and evicting her.”


    “No,” she said sharply. “This wasn’t your fault.”


    “You keep saying that,” he countered, unable to keep the bitterness out of his voice. “Funny, though—I keep doing things, and these women keep dying.”


    “So what are you supposed to do? Just let her stay on, enabling her, letting her run rampant through your life because you’re afraid she might off herself? No,” Kate said, with surprising vehemence. “This was not your fault, Thomas. If it were anyone else, she’d have been out on her ass months ago. Probably years. Am I right?”


    He thought about it. “Years,” he agreed. “Elizabeth said that Maggie had trouble managing on her own. I never mentioned that Maggie was Elizabeth’s sister, did I? First Elizabeth, now Maggie.”


    And that was the real sticking point, wasn’t it?


    How many women was he going to fail at saving?


    Kate poked him hard in the chest. “Knock it off. You couldn’t save Elizabeth, but that wasn’t you—that was cancer. You did whatever you could, and then some.”


    He swallowed hard.


    “You signed your soul,” Kate pressed relentlessly.


    “I didn’t follow through when it counted.”


    “Do you really think she wanted you to damn yourself? To do what this guy obviously wanted you do?” Kate asked. “This guy sounds evil. But if somebody loves you, really loves you, then she’s not going to ask you to sacrifice your life and your principles, and basically ruin your own life, just to save hers.”


    Thomas turned, anger almost blinding him. “You didn’t know Elizabeth, so don’t you fucking judge her.”


    “You’re right, I didn’t know her,” Kate said, her gentle voice a counterpoint to his furious one. “But I think I’m starting to know you. Would you have asked Elizabeth to do what you did?”


    “Of course not!” he said automatically. “I…”


    He found the words freezing in his throat.


    “You loved her,” Kate said. To her credit, she stayed gentle when she could have just as easily been smug.


    The elevator dinged, opening up. Down the hallway, he saw Maggie’s door, replete with police tape. He found himself walking slowly. Kate paced him, probably just as reluctant. He finally pulled the tape aside and used the master key he’d gotten from Ronald to unlock the door.


    He pushed it open. Then he couldn’t help it—he stopped short in the doorway.


    Kate glanced in around him, then let out a low whistle.


    “Wow. That… is a whole lotta tacky.”


    Thomas let out a surprised bark of laughter, then immediately felt guilty.


    “I shouldn’t say that,” Kate said, remorse and laughter warring in her voice. “Considering. But… wow. Just wow. She’s got a leopard-print couch, zebra-print throw pillows. And I don’t know what animal gave it up for those curtains.”


    “I’ve never been in here,” he said, feeling weirdly invasive and repulsed. “The police have already been through it. I… I guess we’re going to have to get rid of this. She didn’t have any family or anything left. I don’t think she was close to anyone else.”


    Kate didn’t have the same reticence. She was looking through things. “She liked old movies,” Kate mused, looking through the massive entertainment center. “On VHS, no less. And by old, I mean the sixties and seventies. Why does it not surprise me she liked disco?”


    That didn’t surprise Thomas, either. “Elizabeth seemed to have gotten most of the taste in the family,” he said. “Of course, they grew up in foster homes, so there’s that.”


    “Her kitchen’s like her desk,” Kate said. “Lots of take-out. I do not know how she managed to consume this much fast food and still stay skinny as a stick. Seriously unfair.”


    Thomas didn’t say anything. “Well, she’s not going to gain any more weight now,” he said grimly. His stomach roiled.


    Kate wandered into the bedroom… and let out a startled gasp.


    “What?” He started to rush over, only to have her put up a hand.


    “Um… you probably don’t want to go in there,” she said, laughter tingeing her voice.


    “Why not?”


    “Remember that screen saver she had on her computer?”


    It took him a second. Then he recalled—the stupid shirtless photo. That was one of the last interviews he’d ever done, with good reason. “What, she’s got it framed?”


    “Blown up,” Kate said gleefully.


    “Jesus.”


    “Beyond poster size.”


    He covered his face with his hands. “No.”


    “And it’s on the ceiling.”


    “Okay, that’s it,” he said. “I’m leaving.”


    He started to head for the door, then glanced back. “I’ll have Ronald take care of it. I don’t know what I was thinking,” he said. “I guess I wanted to think that maybe somebody killed her. So I wouldn’t feel responsible. This was a stupid idea.”


    Kate looked at him, her humor disappearing. She patted his arm. He liked that. She often stroked his arm, without thinking, he realized.


    He could use some physical contact.


    “I’ll talk to the manager,” she said. “And go through Maggie’s computer, too. I’ll make sure that anything that needs handling is taken care of. Okay?”


    He nodded, feeling grateful.


    “Anything else I can do?” she said, sympathy humming through every word.


    “Yeah,” he heard himself say. “You said you want to talk. Wanna come up? I probably shouldn’t drink by myself.”


    She paused, and he realized he’d crossed the line yet again. But before he could rescind the offer, she surprised him.


    “Sure,” she said. “I could use a drink.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Twenty-one


    He felt a little self-conscious when he opened the door and let her in. He was grateful Yagi had left, to go do… whatever it was he did when he was assured Thomas was safely ensconced in the Havens. He seriously doubted the guy went out to the movies on his nights off. He also kind of got the feeling that he was probably better off not knowing what Yagi was up to when he wasn’t on the clock.


    “So, how was your day?” Thomas asked, with forced cheerfulness.


    He happened to be glancing at her when he asked the question, so he saw the stab of pain. Obviously something had happened, something that Maggie’s death had momentarily made her forget about. “It was a bad day,” she said. “Just all around, apparently.”


    “C’mon in.” He closed the door behind her. She’d loosened her tie, looking like a businessman after a rough day in the office. He sighed. “You can take off your tie.”


    “Huh? Oh. Thanks.” She automatically did. Then, frowning, she took off the weird military jacket, as well. Then she bit her lip and, after a moment’s hesitation, kicked off her shoes. With a grateful sigh, she sank onto the comfortable couch as opposed to the stylish one.


    “Want another vodka?”


    “Maybe just water,” she said. “Let me work my way up.”


    He got her the water, then leaned on the arm of the couch. “You want to tell me what happened?”


    She took a deep breath. “The demons left today. They found all the names; their contracts were up.”


    “Oh.” She sure did get close to those guys. “I bet you’ll miss them.”


    She studied him for a second, gauging his reaction. “Do you know how demons go home?”


    “Not specifically, now that you mention it.” He shrugged. “Yagi would probably know.”


    “They get killed, Thomas.” The words were soft, lined with horror. “I was standing there with Slim, and Al… Al just…”


    She shuddered.


    He automatically sat next to her, putting an arm around her shoulders and giving her a squeeze. “I’m sorry,” he said, and he meant it.


    She paused for all of a second before she buried her face against his chest and sobbed. It felt like a summer storm, all heat and fury. Then, just like a summer storm, it was over.


    “Al stabbed Slim in front of me,” she whispered. “I saw Slim die. And then he was just… gone.”


    Thomas held her a little tighter, and she gripped him around the waist like a swimmer in the rapids, hanging on to a tree. He could smell her hair as he leaned his cheek on top of her head.


    “I’m sorry,” he repeated “Damn, I’m so sorry.”


    He held her like that for a long minute, feeling at a loss—and also strangely comforted. It had been longer than he could remember, that he’d just held a woman, hugging her, giving her some solace. The normalcy, the strange intimacy of the act warmed his chest and helped soothe some of his own raw emotions.


    She pulled back, rubbing at her eyes and frowning at the black streaks on her fingertips. “God. I must look like a raccoon.”


    “Nah,” he said easily, stroking her cheeks. Her makeup did look smudged, but she just seemed… fragile, he realized. And still beautiful. “It’s been a rough day for both of us.”


    She nudged his chin, forcing him to look at her. “Thomas, I’ll say it again—you couldn’t stop her, and you couldn’t control her. It’s not your fault.”


    He stared at her for a long minute. Then he hugged her hard, as if he could simply absorb her strength and support through physical contact.


    He didn’t cry—after so many years, so much loss, he wouldn’t. But he held on tight, and was gratified when she did the same.


    After a long time, he pulled back. She had her eyes closed. “You’re a good woman, Kate O’Hara,” he murmured, echoing what she’d said to him when they’d first met.


    “And I still think you’re a good man, Thomas Kestrel,” she whispered, then sent him a wavering, ironic smile. “All evidence to the contrary.”


    He was staring at her mouth when she said it. The remnants of the crimson lipstick emphasized the fullness of her lips, and her smile just made the whole thing sweeter.


    He knew he was going to kiss her. He’d suspected something would happen when he opened the door, but now, just the sheer relief of having someone there—someone who was caring and supportive and funny and thought he was a good man—made the idea of kissing her less of a choice and more of an inevitability.


    He pressed his lips to hers, and she sank into him, like butter into toast. It felt so great, so fucking right, for a second he thought his heart would just explode. He’d never had a kiss like it.


    Then something shifted.


    He wasn’t sure if it was him or it was her, but the kiss went from relief and release to something a whole lot hotter. It was as if he’d turned on a fireplace, enjoying the comforting blaze… and now he was watching the flames lick across the carpet, take up the curtains, and start to move across the ceiling.


    Lord, it’s going to burn. No stopping it. Right now, he didn’t even want to try.


    She made a low moan—growl?—deep in her throat. His hands clutched at her hips, and next thing he knew, she was straddling his lap, and her hands were in the hair at the nape of his neck and his fingertips were holding her body tight against his already hard cock. He was kissing her like he wanted to devour her. Hell, he did want to devour her. And she was letting him. When her pelvis ground against him, ever so slightly, he thought he was going to lose his damned mind.


    She tore herself away. “This is probably stupid,” she rasped, “but if we’re going to do this…”


    “Oh, we’re going to do this,” he heard himself say vehemently.


    “Bedroom,” she muttered. “Condom.”


    He didn’t even answer, just stood, enjoying her little squeal of surprise as he lifted her easily. He kissed her as he carried her into the bedroom, slamming the door shut with his foot.


    He slid her onto the bed, reaching for her buttons at the same time she reached for his. Their hands tangled for a second, and she laughed, a joy-filled sound that made him smile even as his body tightened another notch. When she got his undone, he stripped the thing off impatiently—and smiled broader when he saw the admiration as she studied his chest.


    “Oh, my,” she breathed, her green eyes alight.


    Then he tugged off her shirt, leaving her in a snowy white lacy bra. She undid her skirt, revealing a white pair of bikini panties and—have mercy—white thigh high stockings. He stripped off his pants in a hurry.


    Then he moved against her, smoothing his palms over the bra, the panties. Moving his tongue where his fingers had been, until she was shivering with need. “Now,” she said, more command than suggestion.


    He reached for her.


    Then, abruptly, he realized he didn’t even know where condoms were in this damned condo.


    In a panic, he pulled away, ignoring her startled protest as he started digging through the bedside drawers. “You have got to be kidding me,” he grumbled.


    Kate let out a breathless laugh as she apparently put together what he was doing. “Seriously? You don’t know where your condoms are?”


    “It doesn’t come up a whole lot,” he said, and she let out another laugh. She then went to the bathroom, and they started scavenging hastily.


    “Found one!” she called, then dove—literally, like a linebacker—at him. He went down easily, cradling her against him. The laughter died away as she smoothed it on, her fingertips driving him crazy.


    “Kate,” he murmured.


    Her smile was bright, eager. “Yes?”


    He turned her onto her back, moving between her thighs as he kissed her throat. “I’m glad you’re here.”


    She smiled at him. “I’m glad I’m here, too,” she whispered.


    He took his time, kissing her with purpose, relishing the feel of her soft, smooth body beneath his. She arched her back, her lips slicking over his, her gasping breaths fanning the fire in his body. He wanted to take her quickly, all at once. And at the same time, he wanted to slow it down, make it last, savor it as if it were the last time.


    Hunger won. He nipped at her throat, her collarbone, and positioned himself at her entrance. “You… sure, Kate?” he gasped.


    She growled. “Now.” She wrapped her legs around his, her hips rising from the bed to meet him.


    Well, he wasn’t one to say no to a lady. He plunged inside, his body shuddering. It had been too long, and she felt too damned good. She gasped, then moaned low with pleasure.


    The two of them started moving, a passionate dance. Their bodies strained, matching stroke for stroke. He felt the pressure building and fought to stave it off.


    Suddenly, she let out a rippling cry, clawing at his back. “Thomas!” she screamed.


    It was more than his body could take. The release ripped through him like a thunderbolt, and he rode the lightning until he almost blacked out.


    When he came to, he propped himself up on his elbows, staring at her. She was gasping, but smiled at him from behind one of her red curls.


    “Not bad,” she said, between panting breaths.


    He grinned back. “For a warm up, anyway,” he said, then kissed her hard.


    …


    Hours later, Kate giggled at him as they sneaked out from the bedroom into the kitchen. Once he’d determined Yagi wasn’t there, Thomas started pulling out pans, raiding the fridge. In a surprisingly short amount of time, he’d managed to pull together a meal.


    “Somehow, I knew you could cook.”


    Thomas wiggled his eyebrows, then placed the plate in front of her with a flourish. “Grilled cheese is my specialty, darlin’.”


    She attacked the sandwich like a starving shark. Sex with Thomas Kestrel would work up the appetite in any woman, she rationalized as she devoured it. The man was a god in the sack. Now, with sexy bed-head and just a pair of sweats on, he looked good enough to eat, and she was definitely ravenous.


    And he wasn’t bad in the kitchen, either. The sandwich was almost as tasty as the man.


    Once she finished, she rested her cheek on one hand, watching him make his own snack. It was something like midnight, she guessed.


    “This is probably a bad idea, isn’t it?” she mused.


    “What, the pear and the bacon?” He shook his head. “Trust me. It’s awesome. Like I said, grilled cheese is my specialty.”


    She smirked at him. “No. This.” She gestured to him, then to herself… naked, wearing only one of his scrumptiously sexy shirts. “Sleeping with you is probably not the smartest thing I’ve ever done, and with my track record of epically bad decisions, that’s saying something.”


    “Possibly.” He sounded downright cheerful. “But if I only did the smart thing, I wouldn’t have the money I do now. So maybe it’s one of those long-shot, ‘so dumb, it’s brilliant’ kinda things.”


    “I’ll bet.” She bit her lip. Of course, not all his gambles paid off. After all, he’d lost his soul—and put hers in the balance. Still, it was really hard to think about that when she was in the hazy afterglow of some truly righteous sex. “You know, there’s one thing that was bugging me.”


    “What’s that?” He flipped his own sandwich onto the plate with the air of much practice, then sat down on the barstool next to her.


    “Maggie.”


    His expression tightened. “Yeah. She wouldn’t be thrilled about this.”


    “Huh? Oh, no. That doesn’t bother me,” Kate said. “You were fair game, buster.”


    His grin was sexy, and it made her stomach tighten. Especially when he leaned over and kissed her neck, nibbling at her jaw line.


    “Well, the playing field’s open any time you feel like it,” he drawled, and she shivered.


    “Seriously. You are ludicrously sexy,” she said, then shook her head, trying to regain her train of thought. “But that’s not what I’m talking about. Maggie’s iPhone.”


    “What about it?”


    “It wasn’t there.”


    He frowned, pulling away from her. “What do you mean?”


    “That red iPhone,” Kate said. “She never went anywhere without it. Did she jump with it or what?”


    He frowned. “Not that I recall. The police didn’t mention it,” he replied. “But like you said—she was pretty fond of that thing. I wouldn’t have put it past her to jump with it. And if she did, then somebody might have grabbed it.”


    “What, off a jumper?” Kate asked, appalled.


    “It is Oakland,” he pointed out.


    She glowered at him. “You say ‘Oakland’ like it’s Hell. This Condo isn’t exactly in the ’hood,” she muttered.


    Still, he had a point. The Vuitton probably went for a couple of grand. You didn’t need to have a huge criminal bent to realize the woman wasn’t going to have a need for a smartphone. But something wasn’t resonating. “From the interactions I’ve had with her, and the way she seemed to feel about anybody ‘beneath’ her… I think she couldn’t stand the idea of some poor person having it just because she jumped. No, there’s something weird there.”


    He frowned. “Well, I’ll ask the police. They’re probably going to be questioning me anyway.”


    She finished her sandwich, sorry that she’d put that distance between them by bringing up the subject. “Well, thanks for feeding me, and—you know, everything,” she finished lamely, taking her plate to the sink and washing her hands. “I ought to be going. It’s late.” She glanced at the clock. One a.m. They’d already had two rounds of sex—once in the bed, once in the tub.


    “What, you’re going to ravage me, let me feed you, and then just walk out on me?” He walked behind her, wrapping his arms around her. She felt the sizeable bulge of him, nudging against the small of her back, and she felt his breath on her shoulder as he gave her a few companionable nips. She shuddered, pressing back despite herself.


    “I’ve got a full day of work tomorrow,” she said, but her voice was breathless and frankly, her heart wasn’t in it. “I think, anyway. We never did talk about my duties.”


    “Well, let’s do that now, then,” he said, scooping her up and carrying her back to the bedroom. He plunked her on the bed, his smile wide. “I’m definitely one of those demanding bastards. I’m going to want you to do everything you humanly can to make me happy.”


    Since he was unbuttoning the shirt she was wearing as he said it, she smirked. “That so?”


    “Yup.” He stripped the shirt off, then skinned out of the sweats, stretching next to her. “And of course, I expect you to be thorough.”


    “If you say jump, I’m supposed to say how high, that it?” She closed her eyes as he cupped her breasts with his hands, then replaced one palm with his mouth. She gasped, arching her back.


    When he surfaced for air, he was grinning at her. “That said, I’m more than happy to explore your needs, and show you precisely what I’d like done,” he said, his blue eyes going midnight dark, his voice husky. “It’s a two-way street on my team.”


    “Oh, stop with the double entendres,” she said, dragging him up on top of her and kissing him solidly, her legs wrapping around his waist.


    “Now, Kate, you’re going to have to learn to stop being so passive,” he said, with amusement.


    She struggled, and finally managed to get him on his back. “I’ll show you passive,” she said, and went for him.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Twenty-two


    Kate woke up the next morning, sighing, stretching… wincing at the slight soreness of her body, like she’d just done a marathon of Zumba classes or something. She smiled.


    Then sat bolt upright.


    She was sliding around on million-thread-count sheets. The room smelled like expensive cologne and sex. She wrapped the sheet around her.


    You are such an idiot. She looked at the clock. Seven a.m. Seven o’clock in the morning. There would probably be reporters camped everywhere. And they’d just accused her of sleeping with her boss.


    So, naturally, she went ahead and slept with her boss.


    Her parents were right. She had impulse control issues.


    Thomas wasn’t in the bed with her. She rustled around in the dark, searching frantically for her clothes. She’d left her jacket and tie in the living room, and her shoes, she noticed, and the stockings were missing. But she was able to gather up her undies, skirt, and blouse. Clumsily, she pulled them on in the dark, wondering what she ought to say to him.


    Thanks for dinner, and all of the sexing. That was, after all, a fantastic grilled cheese. Ahem.


    I may be a little late into the office?


    Can we do this again some time?


    No. On that last one, absolutely not.


    She crept across the floor, heading out to the living room. Seven a.m. Maybe he’d made coffee. Maybe he’d cooked her breakfast. That seemed like the classy, over-the-top thing he’d do. He could be standing in the kitchen, just wearing a pair of pajama bottoms, making her crepes.


    She saw the light on in the living room, and headed for it.


    “We got a call,” she heard Yagi’s voice say, and she froze. It was one thing to see Thomas. But shame-walking in yesterday’s stylist nightmare in front of his already judgmental bodyguard was something else.


    “Oh?” That was Thomas. Hmm. Maybe she should go back, start making loud noises to encourage Thomas to get Yagi out of there. Unless—maybe Thomas didn’t want Yagi to know she was there?


    “It was from Victor Klauss.”


    Kate held her breath. What the hell?


    “The press conference worked. He says he knows what we’re trying to do. And he’s offering us a shot.”


    “A shot?” Thomas sounded puzzled. “At what?”


    “He knows we’re trying to trap him ‘with the pretty redhead’ and he wanted us to have our chance.”


    Okay, “trap him with the pretty redhead.” WHAT THE HELL? Kate’s subconscious shouted, but she still stayed rooted to the spot.


    “He says that if we want to use Kate as bait, we ought to at least put her someplace sporting, instead of headquarters or the Havens.”


    Kate waited for Thomas to tell his bodyguard, and Victor, exactly where he could shove it. Instead, Thomas’s voice was pensive. “Did he offer any suggestions as to where we should do this?”


    “He was thinking Ogawa Plaza, or maybe the Coliseum. Nice and public. Plenty of exposure. Plenty of chances to capture, on both our parts.”


    “Hmmm.”


    Tell him to fuck off, Thomas! She was projecting the thought so hard, she suspected she could knock him out with it. You’re not using me to grab that psychopath!


    “What do you think?” Thomas said instead. Kate felt her hands ball into fists.


    “I think that we should consider it,” Yagi said. “It’s a setup, yes, but given his personality and his background, I think he likes the challenge. He likes the idea of toying with us. He thinks he’s smarter than we are, and stronger—he doesn’t imagine that he will fail.”


    Kate swayed a little, remembering just how strong Victor Klauss had been. Breaking all the bones in her wrists, pulverizing her kneecap, or crushing her skull would make an impression on a girl.


    “So we create the trap,” Thomas mused. “And then capture him.”


    “I want to research more, see what he’s got in mind—why he’s so confident,” Yagi said. “But otherwise, I would say yes.”


    “Come up with a solid plan,” Thomas said, his voice ringing like steel. “I don’t want to go into this with anything half-assed.”


    Kate sneaked back to the master bedroom, then made a big show of running the faucet in the master bath, washing her face, flushing the toilet. When she came out, Thomas was waiting for her, a cup of coffee in his hand.


    “Have a good night’s sleep?” he asked, with a warm smile.


    A warm, lying smile.


    “Okay.” She took a deep breath. “This was a huge mistake. Even for me, this was banner. So do me a favor, and we’ll never speak of this again.”


    He blinked. “Ashamed of me?” he said, and while his tone was joking, she got the impression that he was actually hurt. Or rather, he gave off that impression.


    And the Oscar goes to…


    “I don’t think this is what you want, either, so let’s just stick to business from here on out, okay?” she said, trying to keep her own hurt out of it. She could act, too.


    He put the coffee cup down on a nearby bureau. “All right, Kate. If you want.”


    She didn’t want. She wanted to go right back into his arms. She wanted him to be the guy who’d given her a chance and a job. The one who couldn’t stand watching her die. The one who mourned for his fiancée and risked his life and soul to save someone he loved.


    She wanted him to be a good guy, one who would protect her. One who listened to her and forgave her mistakes.


    A guy who, for frickin’ once, didn’t think she was a loser who obviously didn’t see what was really important—namely, him.


    As long as I’m wishing, I’d like a pony and a trip to Europe.


    “Can I at least take you to dinner?” he said, surprising her out of her bitter thoughts. “Just a business dinner, any place you want. We never did talk about your duties or what you’d be doing on the job.”


    A dinner, huh? Someplace nice and public and easy to get kidnapped from, I’ll bet.


    “I’ll think about it,” she said, moving out to the living room. Yagi was gone, thank God. She scooped up her jacket and tie, slipped into the shoes.


    “Kate, you okay?”


    She wished he wasn’t such a good actor.


    “I’ll be fine,” she said, sounding hollow to her own ears.


    “Take the day off,” he said. “I’ll call you about that dinner.”


    “Sure. Whatever.”


    He stopped her by putting a gentle hand on her wrist. Reluctantly, she turned to face him. He was close—too close.


    He rested his forehead against hers. “Last night—the thing we’re not supposed to talk about?” he murmured. “I won’t forget it. Or you. Not ever.”


    She closed her eyes, leaning against him for a second.


    Liar.


    She pulled away, turned, and walked out.


    …


    Kate’s mother wasn’t working until second shift, so both her parents were home and waiting for her when she arrived back at around eight thirty that morning. After a quick, goggle-eyed look at her disheveled clothes, her mother stirred her coffee way past the point of necessity and simply stared at her. Her father, on the other hand, threw down his copy of the Oakland Tribune.


    “Where were you last night?” he barked out.


    She winced. She knew how it had to look. She was wearing yesterday’s clothes, no makeup, and her hair was a frizzy, air-dried mess.


    Because it’s not a true shame walk unless you’re in front of your Irish Catholic family.


    But the real capper was the newspaper, with its big, bold headline:


    Fiendish Secretary Denies Banging her Boss.


    “I can explain,” she said reflexively.


    “God damn it!” her father exploded, and both Kate and her mother winced. “I’m going to have to face all my friends—cops, damn it—and listen to those guys talking about how my daughter’s a slut. Is that what you wanted?”


    “If you read the article or saw the press conference,” Kate said, trying to keep her voice calm and reasonable, “then you’d know that reporter was baiting me, Dad. She brought up Thomas’s relationships with old secretaries, and then threw my temping in my face like it was something to be ashamed of. She even brought up San Clemente…”


    “And how the hell did she know about that?” His face was as red as his hair had once been, his eyes wild.


    “Well, it’s not like I told her!” Kate snapped back.


    Her mother’s lips were pursed like she’d just eaten a moldy strawberry. “Well, it’s not like the reporter was lying.”


    Kate turned to her mother, letting out a hiss of dismay.


    “You haven’t kept a job,” her mother said, with more exhaustion in her voice than fury. “You haven’t been able to start a career. And that boss of yours… I’ve read about him. His last secretary died under suspicious circumstances, did you know that?”


    Kate felt anger bubble in her bloodstream. “She killed herself, Mom. She had cancer, she was in a lot of pain, and she killed herself.”


    “Oh, really? Did your new boss tell you that?” her mother slapped back.


    “The one that you spent the night with last night?” her father tacked on, adding his punch to the combination.


    Kate wanted to sink down in one of the kitchen chairs. They were sitting there, like judges in a tribunal, and standing made her feel like the accused. Hell, she was the accused.


    On the other hand… like her mother said. It wasn’t like they were lying, was it?


    It wasn’t like they were wrong.


    “I know I don’t do things the way you want me to…” she started.


    “Do you ever think?” her father demanded, cutting across her words. “Do you ever think about the consequences of what you do? Do you ever even give a shit about anyone but yourself?”


    “I know I’m a fuck up,” she said, ignoring the flash of her mother’s eyes at her language. “But I do what I do with good intentions.”


    “That means exactly nothing,” her father growled.


    “No, it means that I don’t do what you want me to, and that makes things hard for you,” Kate snapped back, taking a step toward her father. “I can’t even tell you what I’ve been through in the past week, and I’m not going to start because you wouldn’t give a shit. But this isn’t about what’s best for me. This is about you having to face me not living up to your expectations. This is you, worried that your friends are going to judge me and you’re going to have to deal with what it looks like. Do you care if I’m hurt or unhappy? If I’m in over my head?”


    “You’re not,” he snapped bitterly. “If you were, you’d have already asked us to bail you out.”


    It stung. More, because she suspected it was the truth. Hadn’t she always been looking to someone, anyone, to bail her out?


    Even now. But now, it was quite clear—she didn’t have anyone. Not her family, sure as hell not her new lover and boss. Not even Prue.


    “You’re right,” she said. Then she turned and headed for her room.


    “We’re not finished here!” her father bellowed.


    “I’ll be right back,” she called out. She headed to her room, shutting the door behind her. She made a quick call to a cab company, then grabbed her largest duffel bag out of her closet, stuffing jeans, T-shirts, and underwear in pell-mell. She collected the clothes the store manager and stylist had forced on her—work clothes, they’d claimed—and then kept only the few she knew she’d wear. She’d buy whatever else she needed, she decided.


    She then saw the pictures of her family, and of Prue. Biting her lip, she left them there on her bureau.


    She grabbed the duffel and the hanging clothes, and then headed back out.


    Her parents saw the belongings, and her mother rolled her eyes. “Oh, God. What now? Do you have to make everything a Broadway number?”


    “You’re going to go run away to Prue’s, I suppose?” her father asked.


    “No.” Kate went past them, putting the things down on the couch. She walked back, then let out a deep breath. “I know what this looks like, and I could tell you I’m not running away, and that this is different, but I think I’ve used up all my ‘trust me’ cards, so let me just say this. I know you won’t understand it, but I really did the best I could, the best I knew how at the time. I really am sorry for the trouble I’ve caused you, and I’m going to fix it. “


    Her father snorted. But he was also starting to turn his normal ivory color. “Damn it, Kate, I am not interested in your dramatics right now.”


    “I know. I just wanted to let you know that I am moving out.”


    “For how long this time?” Her mother’s voice was acidic.


    Kate let it slide. Instead, she reached into her purse, pulled out her checkbook, and wrote down an amount equal to the “signing bonus” Thomas had insisted on giving her. “Here.”


    Her father glanced at it, then scoffed. “You don’t have this much!”


    “Actually, I do now.”


    “How?” her father asked, suspicious, handing the check over to her mother. Her mother’s jaw dropped.


    “I know that you loaned money to Felix to try to keep me employed,” she said. “I overheard your phone conversation with him. I know that you might lose the house.”


    Now, her father flushed again, not a full red-purple angry but a deep, embarrassed pink. “We’ll manage.”


    “I’ll keep sending money,” Kate said, mentally adding at least until Thomas stops signing checks—or until I’m dead. Whichever comes first. “It’s up to you if you take it or not.”


    “How are you making this kind of money?” her mother repeated. “Kate, what are you doing?”


    Kate closed her eyes, then shot her a devil-may-care grin. “Sold my soul, Mom.”


    Her mom goggled. “You…”


    “Well, technically,” Kate corrected, “I think I used it as collateral.”


    “Are you some kind of…” Her mother couldn’t bring herself to say the words, so instead she made a weird waving motion with her hands.


    “What, hula dancer? No, I’m not getting paid for sex,” Kate said, when her mother frowned at her. “That’s just a perk.”


    Her father was on his feet. “Damn it, if you walk out of this house, don’t bother coming back!”


    Kate’s taxi honked out in the driveway. She swallowed hard.


    “Love you,” Kate whispered, then gathered up her stuff and walked out the door.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Twenty-three


    Kate had her taxi take her to the Washington Inn—it was a hotel that she used to book clients into on one of her temp jobs, and it seemed pretty swank. Even better, it wasn’t too close to the Havens. The last thing she wanted was to look out her window and see another thing Thomas owned.


    That snake.


    So he wanted to use her for bait for the psychopath who had nearly killed her, huh? She wondered, absently, if the sex was just part of that idea—softening her up, encouraging her to do things his way. Because any secretary who would sleep with him probably assumed that he “cared” about her or that what they did “meant something.” Or because sex with him was so utterly incredible that she’d go gooey and stupid and ignore the fact that he was hanging her out to dry.


    Not this secretary, asshole.


    She took a long shower, then changed into jeans and a sweatshirt. Pain and confusion seemed to hang around her like a cloud of cigarette smoke. She didn’t have anyone to talk it over with, and she needed more than a sulk—she needed a plan, now. Hanging out in the hotel room with what was left of her worldly possessions would only depress her, locking her up further. So Kate went to the only place she could think of to find solace.


    “Welcome to Starbucks,” the barista said cheerfully. “Can I get a drink started for you?”


    Kate let out a low sigh of relief. Temporary “home,” approximately two blocks in any direction. Thank you, Starbucks. “Venti Extra Coffee Caramel Frappuccino,” Kate said aloud.


    “Do you want whipped cream on that?”


    Kate stared at the girl. “Look at my face. What do you think?”


    The girl’s eyes widened. “I’ll add as much as it’ll hold,” she said quickly, taking Kate’s Starbucks card. She even offered her a sample of molasses cookie with a very nervous smile.


    Kate settled in on a purple velvet overstuffed armchair, clutching her drink like a talisman.


    She was homeless, damned, and about to be dangled in front of a serial killer.


    What would Buffy do?


    “Mind if I sit here?”


    She glanced up. It was a good looking blond guy, wearing a suit. He was gesturing to the couch next to her. She shrugged, taking a long, cold sip of her sugary drink.


    “See you’re a Frap fan, too,” he said, holding up a matching one. “Can’t get enough sugar, myself.”


    She shrugged again. Go away.


    They’re pretty busy this morning, huh?” he tried again. “Just loud enough music, friends catching up, people doing business meetings. Lot of bustle.”


    Do I fucking look like I feel like talking? She wished she’d thought to bring a book, her usual dodge for chatty coffee patrons.


    “You could have pretty much any conversation, and nobody’d ever notice,” he continued affably. “Like, if I said your boss is probably going to get you killed… not a single person would realize what we’re talking about.”


    She choked on her whipped cream.


    “Now, now, you all right?” She noticed a hint of an accent, the smoothness of the South, with something a little more exotic.


    She took a closer look at him. He was tall, almost skeletally thin, and his eyes were a pale, pale violet, like a lavender satin prom dress. The color, paired with his intensity, was disconcerting.


    “Who are you?” she said, when she could finally speak.


    “Glad you asked,” he replied. “I’m Cyril. Cyril Roman. And you must be Kate, Thomas’s newest… employee.”


    “You,” she said, as the name clicked. “The guy who signed him.”


    “Yes, indeed,” Cyril said, with a cheerful draw from his Frappuccino. “No, don’t get up. I’m not here to hurt you.”


    She hovered at the edge of her seat, adrenaline kicking in. “Sure you’re not.”


    “Just here to talk, darlin’.” He pushed the Southern, his whole attitude a sort of just-plain-folksy casual. “Wanted to discuss something is all.”


    “Why should I trust you?”


    “Ah, but that’s not the question, is it?” he countered. “The real question here is, why should you trust Thomas Kestrel? Am I wrong?”


    “He saved my life.” At least, he did before he came up with his brilliant “let’s use Kate as bait” plan.


    “Did he, though?” Cyril sent her a Cheshire cat grin. “Or did he just set you up to sign you? The more souls he has, the more power he gets. And odds are good you’ll die before he does. You’re a human shield, kiddo.”


    She squirmed. Her father called her “kiddo.” Hearing this guy, who looked maybe twenty-seven if he were a day, call her the nickname was just weird.


    “He’s using you. You need to get free.”


    “And that’s where you come in, right?” She stood up. “I’m out of here.”


    “I can help you.”


    “Leaving,” she said, taking a few steps. He got up, followed her.


    “You know how to break free, right?” he said, under cover of the non-descript quasi jazz, business travelers and, coffee-office patrons. “You just need to kill the one who signed you.”


    “Okay, that’s not happening,” she said sharply. “Get away from me, or I’ll call a cop. And in this town, trust me, I know cops.”


    “I’m not saying that you have to kill him, for pity’s sake,” he said. “I’m saying I’ll kill him.”


    Her eyes widened. “Are you shitting me?”


    He made an X over his heart with his finger. “Scout’s honor.”


    She narrowed her eyes. “If you want to kill him, you could just do it without telling me. So why are you here?” She waited a beat. “Because you want something from me. No—you need something from me.”


    “I’m just trying to look for an opening,” Cyril said. “I signed him, sure, but he’s been—if you don’t mind my language—a real pain in the ass. If I’d known what a handful the guy was going to be, I don’t think I would’ve bothered.”


    “Wow. Poor you.”


    “He’s wily, I’ll give him that,” Cyril said. “I just need a little help setting him up. Then I’ll take him off your hands. How ‘bout that? You get to walk away a free woman. Little sadder, little wiser, but free. What do you say?”


    She thought about it for a long, quiet minute.


    “I say,” she murmured, “that the next time you’re in Oakland, asking if I’m going to sell a man out to his death, you might want to stay in your car. Whatever you’re selling, I’m not buying.”


    “Do you really think Thomas isn’t going to use you?” he said, and his voice had an edge that sounded older. No, it sounded ancient. “He signed his soul, Kate. He’s not some kind of ‘good guy.’ He’s as bad as me, maybe worse.”


    She shook her head. Thomas was being an asshole with the whole bait thing, but really—her judgment wasn’t that far out of whack. Thomas wasn’t evil. Self-serving, maybe. Short-sighted. More than a touch narcissistic, and occasionally grossly insensitive.


    Technically, that could describe every man she’d ever dated.


    “Don’t believe me?” Cyril’s smile was like a wolf’s, fierce and dangerous. “Just wait. One day, probably soon, you’ll see. When it comes down to him or you, you’re the one who’s going to lose.”


    “Life’s rough,” she shot back. “Wear a helmet.”


    “I can sweeten the pot,” he said, his voice low, his expression persuasive. “I understand your family is in a bit of a financial bind. If it’s money you’re looking for, I can give you whatever you need… and I have quite a bit. Consider it a bonus.”


    “You need to leave,” she repeated. “Now.”


    “Here.”


    She looked at the business card he held to her like it was a grenade. “No.”


    “You can burn it. Throw it away,” he said, and pressed it into her palm. His hand was papery-dry, she noticed… and cold. “But I want to at least give you the opportunity to get yourself out.”


    With that, he turned away, walking briskly. He threw out what was left of his Frappuccino.


    She sipped at her own drink, now watered down and syrupy, the plastic cup covered in condensation. She looked at the card, then took a few steps toward the trash can.


    If it’s a choice between him and you… would Thomas really choose you?


    She let the card linger for a minute.


    Then, slowly, she tucked it in her pocket.


    Just in case.


    …


    Thomas circled Yagi on the mats in his private gym, on a lower floor in the Havens. He was wearing his suit, while Yagi was in his training uniform of black sweatpants and a white T-shirt, barefoot. They both held wooden knives.


    “Keep in mind—you’ve got to kill him with the knife. He can shoot you,” Yagi said. “I will do what I can to protect you from outsiders interfering, but when it comes down to it, you must kill him yourself. That is crucial.”


    “I know,” Thomas muttered, forcing himself to focus. Which would have been easier if he could just stop picturing Kate’s wounded expression from this morning.


    You really could have handled that whole thing better.


    It had been a while since he’d had sex, admittedly. As crazy as his life had been, especially since Elizabeth’s death—and thinking of Elizabeth brought on a whole new round of guilt, not surprisingly, especially when chained to Maggie’s fresh suicide—he just hadn’t pursued women. He couldn’t trust anyone, for one thing. And a combination of vengeance and need, plus being married to his businesses, had frankly made sex a low priority.


    That said, last night had been really damned good. He knew that. It actually freaked him out a little, how good it felt to be with Kate.


    Suddenly, Thomas found himself flat on his back, Yagi looming over him.


    “That,” Yagi said, in his usual calm voice, “is going to get you killed. Do you need to meditate?”


    “No, I do not need to fucking meditate,” Thomas growled, getting up off the mat, embarrassed.


    “Because saying you lack focus is a gross understatement.” Yagi’s eyebrow raised. “Is this about Maggie?”


    “No.”


    “Kate, then.”


    Thomas didn’t respond.


    Yagi took a step away. “I have to ask again—are you serious about gaining your soul back?”


    “I am serious about killing Cyril Roman.”


    “It isn’t precisely the same thing.” Yagi frowned a little. “He has not survived all these years on luck. He is cunning and cruel. He will do what you don’t have the stomach for without blinking. That is how he wins. To beat him, you also must do the thing you don’t have the stomach for.”


    “Is this about using Kate to trap Victor?” Just the words turned his stomach into a knot of ice, but he didn’t let it show. “Because I agreed to that.”


    “Then we need to set it up, and quickly,” Yagi said. “Because I get the feeling this isn’t about—”


    The house phone rang, surprising them both. Thomas frowned, getting up off the mat and heading for the phone. “Hello?”


    “Thomas, my boy. Good to hear your voice. I trust I’m not interrupting anything?”


    For a blink, Thomas froze. “How did you get this number?”


    “Now, now, don’t play coy,” Cyril said, sounding amused. “I know you’re pretty fancy, what with your special hoodoo consultant and top notch security, but do you really think that you can keep me out of something I really want to get into?”


    Thomas looked at Yagi, who already had his iPhone out and was tapping away quickly.


    “Tell your friend he doesn’t have to trace. I’m calling from my house. And we both know you can’t touch me.”


    “Not until I get the others,” Thomas pointed out, keeping his voice calm, almost bored.


    “Yeah, that hasn’t really worked out, has it?” Cyril said. “I heard how badly you botched your first little foray into the big leagues. Embarrassing. Victor’s not even one of my A-list signatories.”


    Thomas felt rage burn him. “I’ve got a year.”


    Now Cyril sighed. “I mishandled you,” he said, his drawl a mockery of Thomas’s own. “I pushed too hard, and I got a little hot tempered. Totally uncalled for. But don’t you think you’ve postured enough? You proved you’re a big boy, that you can stand up to me, blah blah blah. Let’s patch this up, hug it out, do whatever men do these days. And move forward.”


    “I’m not cutting a deal with you,” Thomas said. “I don’t want to be your slave.”


    “I prefer the term associate.”


    “Slave,” Thomas repeated. “You don’t have any leverage on me. Not since—”


    “Not since you drove your fiancée to her death, right,” Cyril agreed. “Like I said, there’s strong, and there’s stubborn. You want to call your own shots; I can respect that. Come over to my house, sign some amendments, and let’s see what we can do about expanding that little empire of yours.”


    “I’ve got a better idea,” Thomas said mildly. “How about I locate all twelve of your power base, destroy them, and then grind you to dust?”


    “Still touchy, I see,” Cyril said. “We’ll talk again when you’re not having your man period, shall we? ’Bye.”


    Thomas growled at the phone, then slammed the handset into the receiver. Then yanked the phone off the wall.


    Yagi’s eyes glinted like obsidian. “I’m surprised he hadn’t started putting out feelers sooner. He must be nervous if he’s trying to charm you or needle you.”


    “He’d better fucking be nervous,” Thomas snarled.


    Yagi crossed his arms. “If persuasion won’t work, he’s going to want to coerce you into cooperating. Barring that, I imagine capture will be the next best option, simply so you will stop your pursuit. I don’t think he’s ever had any signatory as intent on killing him as you are.”


    “Which is why he formed the power base,” Thomas said, forcing himself to breathe deeply—to calm down. He wouldn’t give that sonofabitch the satisfaction of working him up. “See, Yagi? I have listened to your lectures.”


    Yagi ignored his smart-ass remark. “I don’t think he’d torture you, for fear of killing you before the vesting period is completed or before you renegotiate the contract in his favor. His best chance of capturing you is when you are trying to kill his signatories.” He sighed. “Which explains Victor’s call. This Victor trap is about drawing you out. Cyril doesn’t care about Kate, even if Victor does. Cyril wants to get you, and he’s probably instructed Victor to help him do it.”


    “Yagi?” Thomas said, at the end of his rope. “At least do me the courtesy of acting like you believe I’m not stupid.”


    “Really? Then you realize that your getting involved with Kate O’Hara gives him the best bargaining chip in the world,” Yagi snapped, finally irritated. “If he gets any sense that she is more to you than simply an employee, she’s going to have a target on her forehead. You might be able to stand up to torture, but you couldn’t even leave her to die when she was just a liability—when you could have gotten Victor if you’d just left her behind. And that was before you slept with her!”


    Thomas sprang, pinning Yagi against the wall, the wooden knife against his throat. “I. Can. Handle this.”


    Yagi’s eyes gleamed, for a split second shifting from black to a brilliant, animal-like yellow. Then he shoved Thomas back. Thomas barely managed to stay on his feet.


    “Be sure,” Yagi said, in a low voice. “Because if this goes the way I think it will, there will be a choice—her or you. You can’t be a hero and save your own life.”


    “I’m not trying to be a hero.”


    “Keep telling yourself that,” Yagi replied. “In the meantime, meditate. And for God’s sake, get the woman into that trap and out of your head.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Twenty-four


    After the Starbucks fiasco, Kate had returned to the hotel and was now pacing around the small, if chic, little room like a fashionably imprisoned tiger. Cyril knew who she was. Where she was. He’d been polite, but he’d also been clear.


    It’s going to be Thomas, or it’s going to be you.


    There was a knock on the door, and she jumped. “Shit,” she breathed, looking around the room. Why hadn’t she grabbed her baseball bat on the way out of her parents’ house? What the hell was she supposed to use to defend herself? Throw a remote control at him? Snap a frickin’ hotel towel?


    “Kate?” The voice was muffled, but familiar. “Damn it, Katie, you in there?”


    She almost collapsed in relief, going to the door and peeking out.


    “Tim, that you?”


    “Nope, it’s Chuck Testa,” he said sarcastically. “Open the door, will ya?”


    She’d been closer to her older brother Tim when they were young, but the incidents in San Clemente had driven a wedge between them. Once he’d entered the police academy, she’d rarely spoken to him—unless her parents were angry at her.


    She opened the door. “I see Mom and Dad sent their enforcer.”


    He scowled, his pale face an older, masculine version of her own. It pissed her off to no end that people sometimes mistook them for twins. He was wearing a white polo shirt and a pair of jeans. His badge hung on the belt.


    “Guess you’re not undercover,” she added.


    “Only way I could get the front desk to tell me where you were,” he said. “They might not want you staying another night, by the way. Seeing as you’re wanted for questioning in a murder and all.”


    “Dick,” she muttered. “What do you really want?”


    He shut the door behind him, then took in the little room. He finally sat on the bed. She sat at the tiny writing desk, scowling at him.


    “Heard you’ve been having an interesting time at work,” he said mildly. “Thought I might be able to help.”


    “You mean you think I’m fucking up, and you have to bail me out.” She realized she sounded about three years old, and forced herself to take the petulance out of her voice. “I appreciate you stopping by, really. But I think I’ve got to figure this out on my own.”


    “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” he said, leaning against the headboard. “I know how you are.”


    She couldn’t help it. She bristled. “What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked, before she could stop herself.


    And why is it I revert to a toddler whenever my family pushes my buttons?


    Tim sighed. “Let’s pretend that a problem is a locked door to an apartment building. Mom would wait, patiently and a little resentfully, until someone came by to let her in. Dad would yell and knock really loudly until someone opened up. I’d figure out a way to break in. But you… ?” He shook his head. “You’d take your car and drive through the front door.”


    She frowned. Sometimes she hated her brother. Still, she hated more that he might have a point. Her way of problem solving didn’t work. He was the rational one. The sneaky one.


    If anyone had some perspective, it would be Tim. And right now, she wasn’t exactly in a position to turn down help.


    “So what is it, Carrot?” he asked, his voice at least a little understanding. “Did Mom and Dad get on your ass about shooting your mouth off to the papers?”


    “Yeah.” She winced. “Among other things, anyway. Sort of a perfect shitstorm.”


    “I know they come down hard on you,” Tim said. “But they’ve got reasons.”


    Kate stiffened. “It’s been years, Tim. How long do I have to keep paying for San Clemente?”


    “San Clemente was Dad’s dream job,” Tim said, and Kate felt the familiar shame etch at her like acid. “Not only did you get expelled, you cost him his job and you got a criminal record. For sleeping with a pot dealer at sixteen.”


    “It wasn’t like that,” she said, the conversation exhausting her. It was a variation on a theme, a conversation they’d had for years—and then avoided for years. “His boss was a dick who wanted Dad to cover up his son’s crimes, and I wouldn’t have gotten the criminal record if Dad had let that pretty boy asshole get what he deserved the first time I reported it to him.”


    “Dad didn’t cover it up, though.”


    “He didn’t believe me, either. And he asked me to just walk away from it. To just let Simon take the blame, pretend that asshole wasn’t guilty. Pretend I didn’t know there was a pot plantation just a few blocks down from us while the guy I was in love with went to prison for stuff that wasn’t even his.” Kate felt tears sting at her eyes. Even after all these years, she thought. It had to stop stinging sometime.


    Tim fiddled with his watch, refusing to meet her eyes. “I’m not saying he was right, Kate. I’m just saying… look at it from their side.”


    Kate swallowed the bitterness. “I’m not going to go into it. Besides, it’s got nothing to do with why I moved out.” She took a deep breath. “I’m… in a little bit of trouble.”


    “Well, obviously… Oh, Jesus.” He got up, grabbing two beers from the fridge. He took off the tops and handed her one. “What did you do this time?”


    “I resent that you think I did something,” she muttered.


    “But you did, or you wouldn’t be here,” Tim countered, then pointed to his watch. “I’ve got to get back to work soon. Talk.”


    She grimaced. She’d already decided she couldn’t tell him about the soul stuff—he was the most pragmatic, least “woo-woo hippie magic crap” person she knew. Even her father had a sense of Irish superstition. Tim believed in two things—the law and his gun.


    She had a feeling neither would really be that helpful in her particular circumstances.


    “I’m having some trouble at work,” she said.


    “Other than shooting yourself in the foot and screwing your boss, you mean?” When she nodded, he rolled his eyes. “You can’t quit. You know that, right?”


    That’s for damned sure, she thought. “This is not about me being flaky temperamental Kate, incapable of holding down a job.”


    “Because Mom and Dad might lose the house.”


    She blinked. “You know that? How’d you find out?”


    “Dad asked if there were any police shifts open in Oakland, since San Leandro P.D. laid him off.” Tim looked sad, vaguely angry, and embarrassed. “I told him there weren’t any hours, just not enough budget. Then I heard he’s looking at being a security guard. If they don’t get the money, they might lose the house.”


    “I know,” she admitted.


    Tim stared her down. “And you know why they might lose the house, too, right?”


    “He shouldn’t have loaned Uncle Felix money,” she muttered. Of course, she had, so she couldn’t really throw stones, could she?


    “They were trying to keep you employed,” Tim said.


    “They shouldn’t have done that, either.”


    “They were worried about you,” Tim continued relentlessly. “They always worry about you. So please, tell me you’ll move home and help them out. Tell me you’re not going to quit and make them worry about you more, on top of everything else they’ve got going on.”


    “Damn it, Tim, I’m not quitting.” Kate winced. “I signed a contract. I can’t quit.”


    “Good.” Tim leaned forward, pinning her with his gaze. It probably worked well in interrogation rooms. “So what’s the problem?”


    She bit her lip. “I told you. I’m having some trouble. At work.”


    Tim sighed. “What kind of trouble?”


    “They, ah, expect a lot from me,” she hedged, trying to figure out how to dance around they want to use me as bait for a serial killer. “And I’m not comfortable with some of the things they’re asking me.”


    Tim’s eyes narrowed. “They asking you to do anything illegal?”


    “No,” she said quickly. Not yet, anyway. She imagined that killing those people was going to be illegal, but right now, she didn’t seem to be an integral part of that side of the business. For that matter, she might not even survive to get to that part of Thomas’s to-do list. “But I’m still not comfortable.”


    “Kate, you’ve been spoiled working for Uncle Felix,” Tim said, rolling his eyes. “It’s called work because it’s not fun.”


    She stood up. “I’m curious. Could you be a little more insulting?” she snapped. “You know I worked my ass off for Uncle Felix. This isn’t because I’m lazy and I don’t want to do the job. You know I’m not like that.”


    Tim rubbed his hand on the back of his neck. “Yeah. Yeah, I know that,” he said. “Sorry. Low blow. You’re high maintenance, and you’re, like, stupid unprofessional, but you’re not a slacker.”


    She wanted to protest that, too, but with her “banging the boss” line plastered on every newspaper in town, she knew she didn’t have a solid argument.


    “I am afraid they’re going to screw me over,” she said instead. “They’re setting me up, and I don’t like it, but I signed a contract and I can’t quit. I’ll do the job, I don’t want to flake on this, but I don’t want to get screwed, either.”


    “Think maybe you’re being paranoid?” Tim asked.


    “Felix was my uncle, and he still screwed me over,” she pointed out.


    “Yeah. I’m gonna have a talk with Uncle Felix,” Tim muttered darkly. “He’s been dodging my calls. Asshole. I’m going to his house, soon.”


    “I’ll go with you,” Kate said, and between them they had mirroring smiles of vengeance. Her brother might be a thorn in her side, and quite often a self-righteous, judgmental butthole—but once upon a time, he’d been one of her best friends.


    It wasn’t till she’d lost everyone else that she realized how much she missed him. Especially now that she might, you know, die.


    He frowned, picking up on her somber mood. “What, exactly, are you afraid they’re doing?”


    And here was the tricky part. “They’re going into this business deal,” she said slowly. “And I think they’re covering their asses. So if things blow up, I’ll be the one who takes the fall.”


    And, you know, die.


    But she didn’t need to tell him that part.


    Tim’s frown deepened. “And you can’t quit.”


    “Nope. My contract with them is pretty iron-clad, and his lawyers are no joke.” They were probably demons, too, now that she thought about it.


    Tim nodded, then started pacing. “Any way you can make sure the thing doesn’t blow up?”


    She thought about it. “Not that I can think of. Lotta stuff out of my control.”


    “Well, I’m no business guy,” he said. “But if my commander were setting me up, I’d see if I could talk things out with him.”


    “Um, yeah.” She thought of her last “talk” with Thomas. “I don’t think that’s going to work.”


    Tim caught it. It was part of what made him a great detective. “How much trouble are you really in, sis?” he asked quietly.


    She grimaced. “The usual amount.”


    “Oh, Jesus.” He rubbed his face. “That’s not good.”


    “Tell me about it.”


    “Can you go over his head?” Tim asked. “If it were me, I wouldn’t go to I.A. unless I absolutely had to. But I’d get a bunch of the guys together. I might talk to the captain.”


    She frowned. “Nobody’s higher than Thomas, so I can’t do that. And I don’t really have anybody else who’d be on my side.”


    “Then you need some kind of leverage,” Tim said. “If this blows up and you take the fall, what’s the worst that could happen?”


    She swallowed. I die a horrible, painful death. “It’d be bad.”


    “Like, you’d-go-to-prison bad?”


    In a matter of speaking. Hell was the ultimate penitentiary. “I’d definitely be paying for it for a long time.”


    He sighed. “You’ve got to look out for yourself. They’re not going to care about you. I’d say, do whatever you have to do to cover your own ass.”


    “Really?”


    “Really.” He looked solemn. “You need help?”


    She laughed. “You think I’m a total and complete fuck-up.”


    “Yeah, but you’re still my sister.”


    For a brief second, she thought about telling him everything. But Tim was still a cop. And if he knew the extent of the trouble she was in—she couldn’t stand the thought of him getting hurt, or dying, trying to bail her out of yet another scrape, no matter how serious this one was.


    “No, I just needed someone to talk to,” she said, getting up. Then, impulsively, she gave him a hug. “Love you, Tim.”


    He looked startled. “Love you, too,” he said. “But don’t get all mushy on me, or I’ll give you a noogie.”


    She laughed, feeling a bit better. “Go catch some bad guys,” she said, gesturing to the door. “I’ll be okay.”


    “Call me,” he said, then frowned. “And lock the door, will you?”


    She locked the deadbolt behind him. Sitting in the empty hotel room, she thought about what he’d said. Then she fished in her pocket.


    She had to look out for herself. She liked Thomas—more than liked him. But at the end of the day, he’d dangle her in front of a serial killer to get his soul back. If it was a question between her dying, and him dying… he’d choose himself.


    Why should she do less?


    She paused. Then pulled out her cell phone… and Cyril’s business card.


    …


    “It’s all set,” Yagi said. “The trap’s ready. Now, we just need to get Kate there and make sure nothing goes wrong.”


    Thomas paced around his desk. Since his call from Cyril, he’d felt a cold, steel-like resolve. “Tell me the details.”


    “You’re going to take Kate on a working dinner. Chez Panisse,” he said. “Public, but not as wide open as a stadium or the security nightmare that a public park might pose. We’ll have every entry and exit point covered. I’ve got a full tactical team in place—my team,” he emphasized. “Even if Cyril unleashes a squadron of demon warriors, they won’t touch you.”


    “Or Kate,” Thomas added.


    Yagi’s eyes flashed with impatience. “She’s not the primary concern.”


    “Make her a concern,” Thomas said, then held up a hand. “I’m putting her on the hook, aren’t I? I’ll let Victor have a shot at her. But I’m not losing a secretary just so you can prove a point.”


    Yagi studied him for a moment, then nodded. “It’s set up for tonight, seven o’clock,” he said.


    “What makes you think Cyril’s going to go for it? It doesn’t seem like a bait type situation.”


    “We’ll be setting up another public event for you—a fake,” Yagi explained with a shrug. “But I’m making sure your private dinner with Kate gets out there. They’ll probably know it’s a setup, as well, but I think they’ll like their chances. They’re trying to capture, not assassinate, so the relatively small setting and ease of access ought to tempt Victor and Cyril. If nothing else, we’ll see how serious they are—about Kate, and about you.”


    Yagi sounded like a general, planning an attack. “And if they don’t go for it?”


    “We keep putting her out there until they do.”


    Thomas nodded. He wasn’t thrilled about it, but his call with Cyril had both renewed his need for vengeance, and reminded him that by getting close to Kate—close to anyone—he was putting her in danger. If he showed he was willing to sacrifice her, in a weird way, he was keeping her safe.


    At least, that’s what he kept telling himself.


    He glanced at his watch. “I’m having a meeting with her right now anyway,” he said, ignoring Yagi’s suspicious look. “I’ll be down in her office for the next half hour or so. We’ll leave from here.”


    “Thomas?”


    Thomas stopped on his way to the elevator. “Yeah?”


    Yagi sighed. “Don’t lock her door.”


    Thomas glowered as the elevator doors closed.


    I wasn’t planning on sleeping with her, he fumed internally. What, did he look like some horny teenager?


    He strode with purpose to Kate’s new office. It was a corner one, just a floor below his. The marketing director who had been booted to get this room freed up was none too pleased that he was being downgraded for a secretary. There was a view of Lake Merritt and the Bay Bridge beyond. She had a large desk, file cabinets, a state of the art computer setup.


    “Kate…” he started, then he stopped short.


    She was wearing a new outfit—a black, wasp-waisted jacket with matching miniskirt, with black heels that ended in spike points. Her red hair was pulled up in some kind of a bun thing, making her stern expression look that much more severe. Combined with the huge glass desk, the state-of-the-art dual screen computer system, and the imposing view behind her, she looked formidable. With the added gleam in her eyes, she looked pissed, determined… almost sinister.


    Holy mice, he thought. She looks like the devil’s receptionist or something.


    She glanced at him over the rims of her glasses, her fingers still on the keyboard of her snazzy computer setup. “I was just going over Maggie’s files,” she said. “There’s barely anything here, and what is available is a total mess. She kept a lot on paper. I think she actively hated technology.”


    “Well, she did love her iPhone,” Thomas remembered. “She played Angry Birds like a pro.”


    “That, I remember,” Kate said ruefully, and for a second, her face softened into the smile he was more familiar with. “I swear, every time I tried to ask her a question, she had that thing squawking away. I still haven’t found that, by the way— and the police haven’t, either.”


    They were quiet for a second, then Thomas sat across from her.


    “I know it’s not an ideal situation,” he said, and for a second, he wasn’t sure which one of them he was reassuring. “Signing your soul. Working for any corporation in general, and a guy you’ve slept with in particular. But it’s the best we’ve got, so we might as well make it work, right?”


    She tilted her head, her green eyes staring at him intently. She seemed… expectant. After a long moment of apparently not hearing what she wanted to hear, she sighed.


    “We do what we have to do,” she said with that little chin tilt he’d learned was Kate at her most stubborn. “I signed up for this. I’ll do what I have to, to get out of it.”


    Thomas struggled not to feel guilty. He remembered his talk with Cyril until the feelings backed off. “We all do what we have to,” he replied.


    “This place is bigger than my last apartment,” Kate murmured, leaning back in her black leather chair. She swiveled to look at him, steepling her fingers together. “Seems like a lot for a girl who’s just going to be scheduling meetings.”


    “You’re special.” And damned if that wasn’t an understatement.


    Kate leaned closer, and he got a whiff of her perfume. She smelled like vanilla, he thought. Something warm, cozy, comforting. Delicious.


    It seemed wrong that he needed to set up someone who smelled like goddamned Snickerdoodles.


    He swallowed hard. Then plowed forward.


    “I have one year to get my soul back. This company—these companies,” he corrected, “have been my focus and my life since I was about sixteen years old. I’ve been able to juggle and compensate, but the focus this year has to be taking care of the Cyril business.”


    “That’s one way to put it,” she muttered.


    He ignored the sidebar. “I want you to just keep me organized, keep the company stuff in line, give me the heads up if there’s anything wrong that I need to be involved in. You’re going to be my filter. That means keeping my calendar, but it also means going through my reports, reading a lot of my emails, and taking care of things I can’t focus on myself.”


    She blinked. “Seriously?”


    He hadn’t meant to go into all that. Maybe he was being optimistic—but if she survived, this would be what he wanted. “What, you thought I was kidding about the job thing?”


    “Sorta, yeah,” she muttered, pulling out a notebook and pen.


    “Why would I kid about hiring you?”


    She did it again—that expectant look. “I don’t know. I thought you had… you know. Something more nefarious in mind.”


    He wiggled his eyebrows. “Day’s still young.”


    She laughed, the tiniest blush riding her creamy cheeks. He suddenly remembered what she looked like when that rosy blush covered all her pale skin.


    Stay focused, you ass!


    “But you really did want me to be your secretary.” She sounded baffled—and bemused. “I can’t promise I’ll be the most professional, but I do know how to get shit done.”


    “Exactly what I was looking for,” he said, holding his hand across her desk. She shook it with a laugh, and he held it for a second, savoring the softness of her skin.


    Then he took a deep breath.


    “Tell you what,” he said, forcing his voice to stay natural. “I’ve been hearing a lot about this Chez Panisse place. You used to go to Berkeley, right? I’ve heard that’s right next door, so we’ll be in your old stomping grounds. Come with me, tonight, around seven. We’ll get down to brass tacks over some fancy organic food.”


    She shook her head. “Thanks, but we might as well just get a jump on it here,” she said.


    He felt discomfort start to bubble up. “I don’t have time to right now,” he lied. “Other meetings, stuff I’ve been putting off. Tonight would be best.”


    Her chin went up. Stubborn. “Then maybe we should just order in some food,” she said. “It’ll probably be more helpful if I have my computer with me, anyway.”


    “Go down to I.T., have them set you up with an iPhone and iPad,” he said. “Top of the line. We’ll work at the restaurant.”


    “Thomas, I just don’t think we should go out to dinner.” She didn’t look at him, instead getting up and walking to the windows. He stood up, moving next to her. “It’s… Listen. Last night was…”


    It took a minute for Thomas to connect the dots. She was dragging her feet about going out to dinner because she thought he was trying to seduce her. She was balking because of the sex.


    She glanced at him, her green eyes sad. “Getting involved with you, even on a casual basis—maybe especially on a casual basis—would be beyond stupid.”


    “You think this is romantic?” He laughed in relief. “No, no. Trust me… this is all business.”


    She looked taken aback, and he realized he could have sounded a touch less cheerful about that. “Oh,” she said, the blush intensifying with embarrassment. “Well, I still think we can keep it business more easily if we stay in the building. We can just work here, or your office. Even a conference room.”


    He saw his plans—and Yagi’s carefully created trap—start to jump the rails. “I really want to go to this restaurant, though.”


    “I’ll book you a reservation,” she said. “Maybe you could bring a date.”


    “I want to go with you.”


    She crossed her arms. “I’ve got to find a new place to live. Tonight’s not good.”


    “Kate,” he finally said. “I know you’re used to doing your own thing, your own way. But this one’s an order, okay?”


    She looked startled. Then he saw a quick flash of something in her eyes.


    “Okay,” she relented. “You’re the boss, right?”


    He sighed. “I’ll have the limo driver get us at six forty-five, down in the parking garage,” he said. “See you then.”


    He retreated before she could say anything to make him feel guiltier. I’ll make it up to her, he thought.


    Assuming she survived, anyway.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Twenty-five


    Chez Panisse was just as beautiful as she’d remembered it, with its clean architectural details and graceful décor. She had been here once before, on a date with… that guy with all the food allergies, she realized. She couldn’t remember his name. She only remembered that it was a real pity that such a wonderful place, such a wonderful date, was being ruined because of the guy she was with.


    She glanced over at Thomas, who looked gorgeous and sexy and sophisticated.


    Déjà vu, all over again, she thought. Only this time, the guy was trying to get her killed.


    And unfortunately, vice versa.


    “Thanks for taking me out to dinner,” Kate said, after a long, silent minute.


    “Thanks for letting me,” Thomas said, smiling. The smile didn’t reach his eyes, she noticed—it seemed like she’d been studying his face long enough to know when he was being genuine, and when he was just selling something.


    As far as she knew, all he was doing was selling her out.


    “This is weird, isn’t it?” he asked, surprising her. “This was what you were afraid of, when I asked you here.”


    “What? Well, yes.” She took a sip of wine, glancing around. She wondered how Cyril was planning to grab him. And how she was going to protect herself—despite Cyril’s assurances, she wasn’t born yesterday.


    She imagined he fully intended for her to be a victim of friendly fire.


    “Don’t worry,” Thomas said, interrupting her dark thoughts. “There aren’t any reporters. I made sure of it.”


    “That’s good.” She hadn’t even thought about reporters. She’d been too intent on finding out the security company that Yagi used in the main database, using Maggie’s password. The woman had access to a lot of things, surprisingly… although maybe not surprisingly, since she apparently never used her frickin’ computer. She imagined Maggie bitching for “top secret clearance” or something, and Thomas giving her access just to shut her up.


    Boy, is he going to regret that decision.


    They ate in silence—he was having a fall roasted root vegetable medley with braised lamb, she was having a grilled duck breast with kumquats and star anise—and she felt the tension between them drawing out like a sword from its sheathe.


    “Dessert?” he asked after the server took away their barely touched plates with a look of concern.


    “No.” Where was Cyril, anyway? The anticipation was making her sick to her stomach. She glanced at the clock on her phone—eight p.m. No calls or texts—no warnings or anything, she realized, scrolling through the call log. And the only calls out were the one she’d made to Cyril… and the next one, her long voice-mail message to Prue.


    Prue might not be talking to her, but she prayed that Prue would at least listen to it, just in case this whole thing went south.


    Thomas reached over and took her hand, surprising her. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”


    She blinked. “What are you talking about?”


    “You know why we’re here,” he said, and his blue eyes were almost incandescent in their intensity. “I know you’re not stupid. I know you figured it out, and I’m sorry.”


    “You mean, I figured out the whole use-Kate-as-psycho-bait thing you concocted? You’re doing what you have to do,” she demurred. “You’re looking out for yourself.”


    And so am I. She pulled her hand away.


    “I’m looking out for both of us.” He glanced around, dropping his voice. “Listen, if I don’t get my soul back, you’re going right along to Hell with me. You realize that.”


    “And if I die before you, you just absorb my soul, or something,” she hissed back. “Which means if you get your soul back, goody for you. I’m still screwed, and probably in Hell.”


    “I won’t let you get hurt.”


    “Don’t you think that ought to be my decision?” she snapped. “I’m your employee, not your lackey, and not your property!”


    The waiter cleared his throat, interrupting them with wide eyes. “We’ve got some lovely dessert specials…”


    “She’ll take whatever’s chocolate,” Thomas said. “I’ll have coffee and a brandy.”


    Kate grimaced at him. “Don’t order for me,” she snarled.


    The waiter looked at her expectantly. She realized she hadn’t even glanced at the menu—and chocolate was her favorite Prozac substitute.


    “Yeah, whatever’s chocolate,” she admitted, glaring at Thomas. Thomas’s eyes flashed for a second with amusement. The waiter looked startled, but quickly scurried away.


    “I can’t guarantee it,” Thomas said. “But it’s a calculated risk.”


    “Easy one to take when it’s not your life on the line.” Kate took a long, bracing sip of wine.


    “Kate, what am I supposed to do?”


    Dammit, even his scowl was handsome.


    “You want me to sit around and wait for my contract to vest? Just let that bastard go ahead and control me—after all he’s done?”


    “No, of course not,” Kate said. “But do you really think that you trying to control me is better?”


    He went silent.


    She leaned forward. “I don’t see this as a fighting fire with fire thing. I see this as a using me to get what you need thing. Maybe if you’d asked me, this would be different. Maybe if you’d seen me as anything other than a pawn to achieve your objectives. And after…” She paused, choking on the words. “After the other night, I just thought maybe I deserved more consideration than a stupid ‘why don’t you come out to dinner—so I can tell the man who mangled you he’s got another shot at it.’”


    Thomas sighed. “I’m the boss here,” he said, but he sounded more tired than offended. “I’m used to making executive decisions.”


    “Yeah, and I’m a secretary,” she fired back. “I’m used to shit rolling downhill.”


    His eyes flashed. “Listen, you need to trust me, or this isn’t going to work.”


    “You need to show me I can trust you,” she said, “or this isn’t going to work.”


    She started to get up, and he put his hand on hers. “I promise,” he said, softly. “I won’t let him take you. I won’t let anything happen to you. If I have to die to make sure of it, then I will.”


    She stared for a long moment. This wasn’t his “selling” voice. He sounded like he really meant it.


    Slowly, she sat back down. “You either believe that,” she said slowly, “or you’re an even better actor than I realized.”


    He sighed, falling silent as the waiter served her dessert and the coffee. “You’ve been screwed over a lot in your life, haven’t you?”


    She shrugged. “Let’s just say I’m not the best judge of character,” she hedged. “My own fault, really… trusting people who have a talent for finding trouble and dragging me along.”


    “Maybe you should tell me about it.”


    She bit her lip, guilt gnawing at her. Thomas had said he would give up his life to protect her. What if he meant it?


    Was she really going to be able to go through with this?


    You’re sending him to his death.


    She swallowed hard. “I’m sorry. We have to go.”


    “Sorry for what?” he asked. “And we can’t go. I mean, I’m sorry, but—”


    “No, Thomas. We have to go now.” She took a deep breath. “I set you up, understand? We need to get you out of here.”


    Now she had his full attention. “What do you mean?”


    “Cyril Roman approached me,” she said, and saw his face turn into a frozen mask of fury. “He told me he’d kill you for me. He said he’d get me out of my contract, get me my soul back.”


    “He lied.” Thomas’s voice was low, but he got to his feet, grabbing her arm. She fought the urge to tug away as he rushed them toward the exit.


    “Yeah, well, you lied, too, pal,” she said, but still felt like a little kid, being defensive.


    “No—in this case, he lied. He doesn’t want me dead. He wants my soul, and if I die before the vesting period, he gets nothing,” Thomas said, his words low and choppy. With his other hand, he was texting furiously, probably letting Yagi know about her betrayal. “And you can’t get your soul back if I die.”


    “What?” She felt her stomach knot, and what little food she’d eaten danced the jitterbug.


    “You can only get your soul back if you kill me.” His smile was wintry. “Damn it, Kate. I trusted you.”


    “No, you really didn’t,” she shot back. “So don’t pin this all on me. You would’ve hung me out to dry. You didn’t talk to me. I was protecting myself.”


    She started to walk out the door, then growled at him when he yanked her back.


    “Where do you think you’re going?”


    “I warned you just now,” she hissed. “I didn’t have to. Yes, I betrayed you, but at least I manned up and fixed it before he got here, which is more than I can say for you. So get off your high horse and let go of my goddamned arm, before I do figure out a way to kill you.”


    His face was stern. “You’re not going anywhere until we talk this out,” he snapped, as the limo pulled up. “Come on. Get in.”


    “Fine.” He wanted to talk? She’d give him an earful.


    He followed her into the vehicle, slamming the door behind him. “The Havens,” he said, then turned to Kate. “You should have told me the minute Cyril approached you. From now on—”


    “From now on?” she interrupted, laughing. “What makes you think I’m still working for you, boss? I told you about it because I felt guilty and, despite what you might think, I’m a fuck up, not an evil bitch. I didn’t want you to die. And don’t feed me that line that you’d throw yourself in front of a bullet to save me, because that is total and complete bullshit.”


    “Oh, really?” He was yelling now—and he never yelled, from what she could tell. His eyes shone like blow torches. “How do you know that, if you don’t mind my asking?”


    “Because if you really wanted to put my needs before yours, you’d let me kill you!”


    “Are you shitting me?” He threw his hands in the air, high enough to hit the car roof. “That is the stupidest argument I have ever heard!”


    The opaque privacy screen between the driver and the backseat lowered. “Now, now, kids,” a voice purred. “Let’s use our inside voices.”


    Kate turned to yell at the driver, only to notice he wasn’t one of the usual ones.


    The driver, she realized with a chill, was Victor Klauss.


    There were two short, sharp sounds. Pfft! Pfft! Kate looked to see a feathered dart sticking out of Thomas’s chest, right through his white shirt. She saw a similar dart, stuck in her chest.


    Then she looked at the woman who had shot the tranquilizer gun and was currently putting it back in her purse. Kate’s eyes narrowed.


    Then the woman pulled out a cherry red iPhone. “It’s done,” she said into it, sounding smug.


    “I knew it,” Kate slurred. “Knew you weren’t dead. Maggie.”


    …


    Thomas woke up groggy and sore… and pissed.


    Betrayed. He’d been betrayed.


    Just like Cyril had screwed with him. Only this time, it felt somehow worse.


    “Damn it. Thomas! Wake up!”


    He glanced around, getting his bearings. It was just him and Kate. They appeared to be in a cinderblock cell, a little room—no furniture, no window, just a hanging naked bulb and a strong steel door. Kate was standing there, looking worse for wear, her black skirt dirty, her feet bare.


    Then the memories came back. The limo. The shots.


    Kate’s little confession.


    “Kate,” he snarled, then got to his feet, murder in his heart. “You set me up. How do I know you didn’t plan all this?”


    “Because hello, I’m in here with you? Be pissed later,” she snapped. “We’ve got bigger problems right now. Like, I don’t know, getting the fuck out of here.” She tried the door. “Do you know how to pick a lock?”


    He grabbed her wrist, hard. “You set me up.”


    She glared at him, yanking her arm away and shoving him. “Do you really want to get into a moral high ground discussion?”


    “Yeah, I set you up,” he admitted. “But the difference is I would have kept you safe.”


    “Obviously.” She rolled her eyes. “How’s that working out?”


    “There was no other way!”


    “Really? Really?” she said, getting into his face. “Just how hard did you try before Yagi convinced you that this was the easiest way? Did he even say that he could guarantee I’d be safe?”


    Thomas paused, some of his righteous anger getting side-swiped by guilt.


    “Yagi’s a pro. He’s not going to get personal with an animal that’s going to get slaughtered,” she said. “Frankly, most bosses I’ve worked for would be more than happy to stay in denial and pretend that everything’s going to be okay, and then blame the people beneath them if things go fucking sideways.”


    “You set me up,” he repeated tenaciously.


    “Yes, I did,” she hissed. “Because if it’s you or me, then it’s going to be me, pal. I’m tired of taking the fall for assholes who only care about themselves no matter what they say to the contrary, got it?”


    That took some of the wind out of his sails. “Well,” he blustered. “Damn it. So why did you warn me at all?”


    “Because I am the biggest idiot on the face of the planet, with serious impulse control issues!” she yelled. “Now are you going to help me get out of here or not?”


    He blinked. “You are a roller coaster, you know that?”


    “Yeah, well. Wheee,” she muttered. “If I’d known I had to kill you myself, this would’ve worked out a lot differently, believe me. Now, I’m probably just as pissed at Cyril as I am at you, so let’s get this figured out and deal with our little drama when I’m not worried that a psycho is going to break every bone in my body with a ball peen hammer. Again.”


    He heard the fear, a note of hysteria in her otherwise furious voice.


    Of course she was scared. He’d asked her to trust him without giving her any reason why she should. She’d seen how he treated her friends—demons, yeah, but for whatever reason, they were people to her, people she related to.


    She’d cared about people nobody cared about.


    Hell, she’d even cared about him—when he’d really done nothing to deserve it.


    And she’d tried to fix her mistake. Tried to stop the kidnapping, and had gotten herself here.


    “I’m sorry,” he said finally, as it all sank in.


    “Again! Not the time!” she yelled. Then, in frustration, she started pounding at the door. “Damn it! Damn it!”


    Tears were leaking from the corners of her eyes. He reached out, stroking her shoulder.


    She turned on him like a cornered bear. “Do not touch me right now!”


    The last of his anger dissipated in the face of her panic. “I don’t blame you.”


    “Bully for you,” she said, and looked shocked when a sob emerged. “I swear, if we get out of this, I am killing you myself, you hear me?”


    “When we get out of this,” he murmured, stroking a curl away from her face, “I’ll let you.”


    “Yeah, right,” she muttered, knuckling away at the tears.


    He looked at her, really looked at her. Her red hair tumbled around her shoulders. She was dirty, and disheveled, and defiant. She looked fiery and beautiful. She was possibly the most courageous woman he’d ever met.


    He wanted to take her in his arms, apologize. He’d screwed this up. But he’d do it after he figured a way out of this. After he saved her.


    She leaned her forehead against the door. “After this job,” she muttered, “I am never working for big corporate again, I can tell you that right now.”


    He let out a dry chuckle. She always surprised him. Always.


    The door opened, and he stepped in front of her, his fists up… only to have them fall limply to his sides.


    “Maggie?” he breathed. “But… wait. How? You were dead. I saw your body.”


    “You saw a body,” she said, that catlike smile familiar. “Well, to be totally technical, you saw a construct. Considering it landed with a splat, it didn’t even have to look that much like me at all.”


    “A… construct?” he repeated, baffled.


    “You had a demon jump for you?” Kate asked, sounding appalled.


    “No, no. Just a lifeless construct.” Maggie’s eyes gleamed. “I know more about demons than you realize, Thomas. More about a lot of things. I was smart enough to sleep with a limo driver—who didn’t see it coming when I walked up to the car and killed him to get to you.”


    Thomas stared at her, aghast.


    “Remember what I told you?” Maggie’s smile was vicious. “I’m not that dumb.”


    Victor entered the room, and Kate stumbled back, her eyes wide with horror. Thomas quickly stepped between them, putting his body in front of Kate like a shield. Maggie noticed the protective gesture, and her expression turned vicious.


    “Ah, I see you’re both awake,” Victor said, but he only had eyes for Kate, currently cowering behind Thomas’s back. “My master, Cyril, says that I’m supposed to hold onto you. She is of no consequence. She is my bonus.”


    Thomas reached in his jacket.


    “Looking for this?” Victor asked mildly, pulling out his knife. “Tch. Now, now. We’re not going to have any of that here.”


    They were screwed, Thomas thought. Totally, utterly, horribly screwed. And worst of all—Kate was going to bear the brunt of it. Brave, beautiful Kate, who could have screwed him over… but simply couldn’t.


    Kate, who didn’t deserve any of this.


    She’s only screwed if I don’t figure out something else. His mind raced. What could he offer? What did he have left?


    “Maggie,” Thomas said quickly. “Leave Kate out of it. I’ll do whatever you want. But if anything happens to her, I swear to God, I’ll figure out a way to kill myself, and then Cyril will be up shit creek. If I die before my soul vests, he’s left with nothing. We both know that’s the only reason he hasn’t killed me.”


    “Yeah, right.” Maggie looked bored. “Good luck with that.”


    “Kate’s paid enough for my mistakes.” Swallowing hard, he walked up to her, putting a hand on Maggie’s waist. Ignoring her excited smile, he forced himself to keep his hand where it was, keep his face from showing any revulsion. “I owe her for this one, and I’m pretty sure you and I can come to an understanding. You can work with me on this one, right?”


    Maggie smiled, batting her eyelashes. “What kind of an understanding?”


    “Let her go,” he said, and stayed still as Maggie rubbed herself up against him, like a cat in heat. “Don’t let Victor have her.”


    “You’ll sign the amended contract? You’ll give complete control of your soul over to Cyril?” Maggie said, her eyes bright.


    “Thomas, no,” Kate shouted, and Victor slapped her, viciously hard.


    “Victor can’t touch her,” Thomas said, pulling away. “I need a guarantee. He can’t harm her.”


    “And you’ll tell Cyril that you’re with me,” Maggie said, licking her lips in a nervous gesture. “He can do what he wants with your soul, I don’t care about that. Your body, though—that’s going to be all mine.”


    He suppressed a shudder. “Whatever you want,” he said, putting his full Southern charm to the fore.


    “All right.” She smirked. “Cyril’s coming to secure you in a few hours.”


    “No!” Victor roared. “Cyril promised! The girl’s mine!” He reached out to smack Maggie.


    Out of the doorway, a looming figure grunted, blocking Victor’s way, holding him by the fist like a kid holding a rag doll. It didn’t look human. Actually, it looked like Sasquatch’s mean, ugly cousin.


    Victor’s face went slack in shock.


    Maggie smirked.


    “You might be all strong, Victor, and one of Cyril’s signatories,” she said with a sniff. “But I learned to bring demons over. Last I checked, you’re still not strong enough to beat one of them. So who’s in charge now? Huh?”


    Victor howled. The demon sighed, then slammed Victor against the wall. Victor’s eyes rolled back.


    Maggie looked at Victor’s prone figure with a distasteful sneer, then turned to the hulking demon. “You didn’t kill him, did you?”


    “No,” the demon said, his voice a guttural bark.


    “Good,” Maggie said. “Take care of the girl.”


    “You promised you wouldn’t harm her!” Thomas said, trying to step between the demon and Kate. The demon shoved him out of the way like he was a toddler.


    “I said Victor wouldn’t harm her,” Maggie corrected. “Besides, I’m sure the demon will just… watch her until you sign the contract.”


    Thomas felt sweat trickle down his back. “Make him promise. I won’t let her get hurt.”


    Maggie’s smile was pointed and cruel, and her eyes shone with a madness he suspected had been there all along.


    “He won’t hurt her unless I say so. I suggest you play ball, and don’t give me a reason to give the order,” Maggie said.


    Thomas watched as the demon grabbed Kate and carried her out of the room, screaming.


    “In the meantime, I’m sure he’ll keep her entertained.” Maggie grabbed the door handle, grinning. “I’ll be back when Cyril gets here.”

  


  
    


    Chapter Twenty-six


    Kate felt beads of sweat slicking down her back when the demon placed her on the floor of another cell-like room. He’d slung her over his massive shoulder and taken her down a hallway—they appeared to be in some kind of warehouse. A warehouse somewhere in Oakland, she thought. This probably wasn’t good.


    The demon was huge, much bigger than the Basement Boys. And Maggie was making constructs. Does Al know? Kate wondered inanely. He thought she was an idiot, but here she was, bringing over demons and everything.


    Maggie was dumb… but not that dumb.


    The demon looked at her, tilting his head.


    She cleared her throat. She’d always gotten along with the Basement Boys, even before she knew they were demons. Maybe this guy would be reasonable, too.


    “Don’t suppose you’re an Ammonite?” she asked, with a nervous laugh. Please, please don’t hurt me.


    He stared at her for a long moment. Then, his face contorted.


    He was… smiling at her.


    “I do not suppose,” he said, with a thick accent, “that you have a Ho Ho?”


    She blinked. Then, without thinking, she ran at him, throwing her arms around his hulking body. “Slim? Is that you?”


    He did the awkward back pat, and she’d never felt so relieved in her life. “I told you; I work on this plane quite often. When the call went out and the spell was cast, I rushed for it.” He made a sour face. “Although I am not fond of working for this particular human.”


    “Oh, man, am I glad you did,” she breathed. “Can you help me get out of here?”


    “The contract-keeper who brought me over,” he said with distaste, “said that I should ‘take care’ of you. I would imagine there is no better way to take care of you than to help you escape from a crazy man intent on killing you.”


    Kate’s grin was gleeful. “Maggie might not be as dumb as people think,” she murmured, “but thank God she’s still dumb. Okay. Now we just have to get Thomas out of here, too.”


    Slim frowned, his weird new face looking like melted silly putty. She fought to focus on the “Slim” aspects of him, his personality, rather than what he looked like. “If she sees me, she can stop me,” he said, with rancor. “I am here in her construct, under her contract. Technically, I am under her control.”


    “Ugh. Well, we’re going to have to figure out a way around that,” Kate said. “Because there’s no way I’m going without him.”


    “I thought he was the reason you were here,” Slim said. “He signed you.”


    “Yeah, and I’m on the hook as long as he is,” Kate said. “So if anybody’s going to kill him, it’ll be me. Can we boost him?”


    Slim was silent for a long moment. “If we are quiet and careful, we might be able to get him out,” Slim said, then frowned. “If we’re caught, though—I’m afraid that she will realize her mistake, and correct it.”


    Kate swallowed hard. “She’s going to tell you to hurt me. Maybe kill me.”


    Slim looked sorrowful, and he nodded.


    “Well, we’d better make sure we don’t get caught,” Kate said, as adrenaline jolted through her bloodstream like a shot of meth. “Come on.”


    “Wait.” He reached into a pocket of his huge gray jacket and pulled out a wicked-looking knife. It resembled the one Victor had held, all gold and shiny and crooked. “If she commands me, I won’t be able to disobey her, but I will be able to slow down. If she gives the word… I want you to stab me, right here.” He pointed at the center of his chest.


    Kate stared at the knife, aghast. “Not just no, but hell no.”


    “It will save your life,” Slim said firmly. “I told you—it doesn’t really hurt for me, more like a sharp pinch. And you know I will not truly be dead. I just won’t be here.” He pressed the knife into her hand and curled her fingers around the hilt.


    “I don’t know if I can do it.”


    “You can do anything,” he said, and there was such shining belief in his voice, she nodded.


    She checked the hallway and heard Maggie, yapping away on her iPhone. “Cyril, damn it, I told you I took care of it. You should have signed me in the first place,” Maggie said, as Kate and Slim crept past the closed office door. “No, I didn’t kill Victor. Trust me, I’ve got everything under control.”


    Kate and Slim moved quickly and as quietly as possible, counting on Maggie’s loud bitching to mask the sounds of a large demon’s footsteps. He opened the door to Thomas’s cell.


    Victor was still crumpled on the floor. Thomas was hovering over the guy’s prone body. It occurred to her that he needed to kill Victor, and she wondered if he’d tried anything while the guy was knocked out. She felt a little queasy at the thought—until she remembered the pain Victor had put her through. That went a long way toward making the idea of kicking around an unconscious Victor palatable. In fact, she wondered if they had time for her to get in a few good shots.


    Thomas looked over at the sound of the opening door. “Kate?” He rushed to her, hugging her tightly for a second. “Kate. Are you all right?”


    “No time,” she said. “We’ve got to—”


    “No!”


    She glanced over to see Victor, eyes blinking slowly, head shaking. “Oh, of course now you wake up,” she said, with a huff.


    Victor stood up, blood gushing freely down his temple from where Slim had slammed him against the wall. There was murder shining in his eyes. “Where is that bitch?”


    “Which bitch? You mean Maggie? She’s in the office,” Kate said, from behind Thomas’s back. With luck, Victor would go find her, and kill her.


    Instead, he zeroed on Kate. Whoops. Wrong bitch.


    “You’re not getting away that easily, Kate O’Hara,” Victor spat out.


    Slim growled, loud enough to have the hair on the back of her head sticking straight up. Thomas stared in amazement. “Are you like the demon whisperer or something?”


    “What the hell is going on here?” Maggie shouted, then stared in shock at Kate, Thomas, and Slim.


    “You!” Victor shouted, and rushed her, producing a curvy, wicked-looking knife from somewhere in his clothes “You tried to take away my prize. You double crossed me with the master!”


    “You had one of those knives on you?” Thomas snarled with obvious irritation, momentarily surprising everyone. “I could’ve killed you already with that thing, damn it!”


    Maggie barely had time to peep before Victor slashed a deep gash in her chest, almost certainly fatal. She stared at Thomas, gasping incoherently, her mouth opening and closing like a fish on dry land.


    Thomas turned away—looked, instead, at Kate.


    Maggie slumped to the ground, her expression pained—and pissed. “Demon,” she gasped. “Kill… her…”


    “No!” Thomas shouted.


    “She’s mine!” Victor said, and leaped over Maggie’s body toward Kate.


    Thomas threw himself in the way, and the two men started grappling, over and over, the blade shining like an obscene Christmas ornament in the light of the bare bulb.


    Slim started moving toward her, as if he were in slow motion. “Kate,” he grunted, sweat beading on his forehead. “Do… what I told you…”


    Maggie was watching, her eyes glazing. “Die, you bitch,” she said, blood tingeing her lips.


    Kate stared at Slim. He started to reach for her throat, his eyes pleading. “Kate,” he said.


    She took a deep breath. Then, with one motion, she stabbed the knife forward, right in his chest.


    It was as if the room froze. Thomas and Victor paused, and Maggie stared in disbelief.


    Slim grunted. Then smiled.


    “I’ll see you again, Kate,” he said.


    Then burst into a cloud of flame and ash, vanishing.


    …


    Thomas could barely process what had happened. Maggie was dying—again. Kate had come to his rescue. She’d befriended a demon, and now she’d stabbed it in the chest.


    In the meantime, he was currently wrestling with a supernaturally powerful old guy who had his knife and meant business.


    Focus, Thomas chided himself. He’d trained for this. This was a signatory, someone who’d signed away his soul to Cyril in exchange for power, riches, whatever. This one swore to protect Cyril’s life with his own.


    Your loss, Victor, Thomas thought.


    The old guy was wiry, though, and strong. Thomas struggled as the knife fell lower and lower, coming close to his own throat.


    “Do you really think you can beat me?” the guy taunted, his eyes wild. “I’ve been flaying girls since you were in diapers. I’m one of the strongest souls Cyril has in his power base. You don’t stand a chance!”


    He crowed triumphantly… then yelled in pain.


    Kate had slashed at his back with her knife—the one she’d turned that demon to ash with.


    “Come on, you fucker!” she shouted. She had no training, no style, but God, the woman had guts. “Come get some!”


    Victor frothed, distracted from Thomas. “You dare?” he screamed.


    Fighting is just as much about opportunity as strategy, Thomas heard Yagi’s voice drone in his head. Use your opponent’s weakness against him.


    Victor turned, like a plant toward the sun—obsessed with Kate. His weakness.


    Kate backed up. Victor stretched toward her.


    In a move Thomas had practiced thousands of times, he twisted Victor’s arm, the knife clattering to the ground. Victor sounded like a wounded animal as they both dove for the metal.


    Thomas grabbed it first… and Victor’s forward motion, already in full and unstoppable momentum, plunged his chest onto the knife.


    He stared down for a moment, in stunned disbelief. “You can’t beat me,” he said slowly. “It’s… it’s not possible.”


    Thomas drove the knife deeper. He watched, without a doubt, as the light in the old man’s eyes went out.


    Then he shoved the body off of him, watching as it crumpled and turned to dust, taking the knife with it.


    “Well, shit,” he muttered from the floor, backing away from the pile of debris that was once Victor Klauss. “Yagi didn’t mention that would happen.”


    He rolled over, taking in the scene. Maggie seemed like she was dead, too—a crumpled, bloody pile on the opposite side of the small room, by the door.


    “Are you all right, Kate?” he asked finally, then got a good look at her.


    She was standing there, knife in hand… staring at him.


    “This,” she said, her voice shaking, “is a very interesting situation.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Twenty-seven


    Kate held the knife in her hand, feeling strangely numb.


    She’d just watched her friend die. Again.


    Maggie was lying in a pool of blood by the door.


    The man who had tortured and almost killed her had just disintegrated.


    And the man who was responsible for her soul getting an e-ticket to Hell was lying exhausted and unarmed on the floor.


    One quick jab, and she’d be unemployed—but she’d have her soul back.


    God is my witness, I have no idea what I ought to do right now.


    He stared at the knife for a long second. Then, to her surprise, he got to his knees… and unbuttoned his shirt.


    “W-what are you doing?” she stammered. “Good grief, Thomas, I’m not going to have sex with you here!”


    He blinked at her, then to her shock, his rich, full laugh belted out.


    “I’m not trying to seduce you, you turkey,” he said slowly, his smile fading as sorrow darkened his gaze. “Remember what I told you?”


    “When?”


    “You said, if we got out of this, you’d kill me yourself,” he said softly. “And I said…”


    “You’d let me.” Kate repeated the words, the surreal sense of the situation all but overwhelming her.


    “This is my fault.” His drawl sounded so very, very tired. “I shouldn’t have signed you. I was so hell-bent on killing Cyril, I was willing to put you at risk. Even if I was arrogant enough to pretend that wasn’t what I was doing.”


    “You’re tricking me,” she said, even as her heart traitorously leaped at his words. “You’re going to have me come in close, and then you’re going to go all ninja-fighter on me.”


    “I’m serious, Kate. You want to kill me, this is your shot.” He pointed at his chest, then spread his arms out and closed his eyes.


    She took a step forward.


    Just a quick stab, she thought. A hard, quick stab. Then he’d die, maybe even turn to dust like Victor Klauss.


    But he’s not like Victor, is he?


    He’d signed his soul not to get more money, but to protect a woman he loved. He’d tried to save Kate’s life the only way he knew how, by signing her soul when Victor nearly killed her. He would have put up with Maggie—a fate worse than death, as far as she was concerned—to keep Victor away from her. He’d threatened to kill himself. He’d even thrown himself in the way of Victor’s knife when Victor came after her.


    And now, here he was, arms outstretched, chest bare. Telling her to kill him.


    The knife clattered to the ground.


    “I’m tired,” she said, her words sounding like a cranky, scared toddler. “I am so tired, Thomas. And my head hurts.”


    He got up, folding her in his arms. “I know, baby,” he crooned. “And I’m sorry. I’ll do everything I can to make this right.”


    She didn’t know how long they stayed like that, arms around each other, eyes closed. She nuzzled against his chest.


    “Well,” a new voice said, and she pried her eyes open. “This is unexpected.”


    Thomas jolted, his arms wrapping around her more tightly. He was in no shape to protect her, she realized, no matter how much he might have wanted to. She tried to get herself to an upright position, then realized Thomas’s body had relaxed. She focused on the new participant.


    “Yagi,” Thomas drawled. “Nice of you to show up.”


    “Strangely, you’ve got your secretary there to thank for it,” Yagi said, with an amused gleam in his normally stoic eyes. “She led us here. Or more to the point, her friend Prudence did.” He actually smiled broadly, saying Prue’s name.


    “Kate? You told him where we’d be?” Thomas asked, turning to her with bewilderment. “How did you know?”


    Kate leaned back against his chest, feeling weariness wrap around her like a Snuggie. “We never found Maggie’s purse, remember?”


    “So?”


    “It didn’t make sense. Maggie wasn’t the type to jump. She was the type to throw somebody else out the window,” Kate said, her voice slurring as the adrenaline crashed out of her bloodstream. “I didn’t know how she might’ve faked it then, but I just got the hinky feeling that something was up. If she did fake it, and she ran…”


    “She wouldn’t have left her purse behind,” Thomas finished.


    “And she’s an Angry Birds addict,” Kate explained. “So I left a message with Prue. I told her that if I didn’t check in by midnight, she needed to go to Yagi and tell him to do an Internet search for the location of Maggie’s iPhone.”


    “Cyril’s power base might be able to evade my tracking spells,” Yagi said, with embarrassment. “But apparently not even the dark arts can evade Apple’s GPS system.”


    “So that’s that.” Kate felt numb—that kind of blankness that you knew was probably going to hurt like hell the next day. “Victor’s dead, Maggie’s dead… case closed.”


    “Come on,” Thomas said, scooping her up. “I’ll get you home.”


    Kate cuddled into his chest. “I’m still pissed at you,” she muttered. “And I may really kill you next time.”


    “You go right ahead,” Thomas humored her. “But in the meantime, get some sleep.”


    She drifted off, about to pass out just as she heard Yagi’s voice.


    “If Maggie’s dead,” he said, his voice curious, “where’s her body?”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Twenty-eight


    The next morning, Thomas sat on the edge of the large bed in his condo at the Havens. Kate was still sleeping, her red hair tumbling across the slate blue pillows, her red lashes resting like fans on her pale peach cheeks.


    She looked like she’d been through hell, he thought, stroking her hair absently. He knew how that felt.


    He’d killed his first signatory and survived, soul still semi-intact… for the time being.


    Maggie’s duplicity still shook him. He’d had such a blind spot about her, mostly hidden by guilt and her connection to Elizabeth. The sheer depth of her deception rocked him to his core. She’d been in bed with Cyril, for God’s sake. And she’d managed to pull it off here, in his own headquarters. Living in the sanctuary he’d built, the Havens.


    He wondered, with a cold chill, who else he was trusting that he shouldn’t.


    Yagi now had a personal vendetta against Cyril. It was bad enough that he’d been unable to track Victor. The fact that the enemy had been able to get so close to Thomas insulted his honor and his competence.


    When he’d offered to waive a year’s worth of fees, Thomas hadn’t said no.


    In the meantime, Kate’s behavior had been an eye opener. She’d betrayed him, too—or at least, she’d tried. But guilt and her own good nature had her not only confessing the whole thing, but going out of her way to save his dumb butt. Up to and including persuading a demon to bust him out of his prison cell, and basically yelling come at me, bro! to the man who had victimized and nearly killed her.


    He smiled down at her sleeping face. Damn, she is some amazing woman.


    He hadn’t been surprised that she couldn’t—or wouldn’t—kill him.


    She turned over, sleepily, scrunching her face at the light coming in from the other room. Then she sat bolt upright.


    “It’s okay,” he said quickly. “You’re okay.”


    “What… what am I doing here?” She held the sheet for a second, her eyes wheeling.


    “You were out like somebody hit you with a brick,” he said. “I figured I’d just keep you here, keep an eye on you.”


    She quirked an eyebrow at him. Then she pulled the sheet back a bit, sneaking a surreptitious peek.


    “I was a perfect gentleman,” he protested, but couldn’t stop himself from smiling.


    Surely an amazing woman.


    “Last time I let you take me out to dinner.” She rubbed at her face. “Did I hear that Maggie’s body vanished?”


    “Yagi’s not entirely sure she’s dead,” Thomas said, and Kate pulled her hands from her face, staring at him. “Anyway, one more thing to add to the list. But we got Victor; that’s the important thing.”


    “Yeah.” She toyed with the sheet for a minute, her face pensive. “So… now what?”


    He took a deep breath. “We need to talk.”


    She nodded. “I’m not going to lie; this whole thing is pretty weird,” she said. “I feel like I’ve been through more in the past two weeks than I have in the past twenty-nine years. But you of all people know, we’ve got a lot of work ahead of us. So I’m willing to look past it if you are.” She grinned. “Those bad guys aren’t going to kill themselves, you know.”


    “Kate,” he interrupted, “I paid off your parents’ mortgage this morning.”


    That had her full attention. “You what?”


    “You were worried about it. I know you were, and maybe I shouldn’t have, but I didn’t want you to worry anymore.”


    “Oh, shit.” Her mouth dropped open. “Now they’re going to know I slept with you!”


    He chuckled. God, he was starting to become addicted to that smart mouth of hers. “I didn’t buy you a house because we slept together, Kate.”


    “No, you bought me a house because I didn’t kill you.”


    “That didn’t hurt,” he admitted. “But the bottom line is that I owe you. You got the short end of the stick, here, and I want to make amends.”


    She pulled her knees up to her chest, resting her chin on them.


    He hadn’t really slept last night, thinking about this—thinking about what needed to be done. “I also don’t want you to have to worry about anything else. You don’t have to work for me, or be my assistant. I’ll make sure there’s a full protective detail on you and your family at all times, and I’ll still pay you your salary. But I want you to be safe, and do what makes you happy. And I know that working for a big corporation like Fiendish isn’t going to do that.”


    He watched as she studied him, her green eyes bright. Then, slowly, she pushed the blanket aside. He’d left her in her underwear—it seemed more comfortable, he’d reasoned, than her suit—and he now forced himself not to stare at the black, lacy lingerie that stretched over that pale skin… .


    He was totally unprepared when she gave him a sharp thwap upside the head.


    “Ow! Damn it!” he snapped. “What was that for?”


    “Tell me, do I look like the type of woman who wants a big strong man to buy her a house and send her off telling her not to worry her pretty little head about it?” She crossed her arms, inadvertently plumping her breasts up like display models. “Do I?”


    “At the moment?” He leered with a slow grin. “Kinda.”


    She tried to smack him again, but he ducked. “I’m in this, Thomas. You may regret that as we continue on—”


    “Hell, I may regret it now,” he interrupted, rubbing his head.


    She ignored him. “But the fact remains, I am in this. And that means I’m involved. No more mushroom treatment—kept in the dark and fed bullshit. You keep me in the loop, and together, we’ll take care of this.” She stuck out her hand. “Deal?”


    He took her hand. It was soft, and warm, and firm. “Deal.”


    They shook. Grinned companionably at each other.


    Then seemed to both abruptly realize they were in his bedroom, and she was in her underwear.


    “One more thing,” he said, reluctantly releasing her hand. “About that night. You know.”


    “Yeah,” she said slowly, her eyes glowing a little. “About that.”


    “You’re right. It was a mistake,” he said, even though every fiber in his being yelled no, it wasn’t! This would be a hell of a lot easier if she weren’t in some damned sexy underwear. “I won’t mention it if you won’t.”


    She looked surprised. Then she looked away quickly. “Absolutely. Best thing for us to do.”


    “It’s just a bad idea,” he said, not sure who he was trying to convince. “As you said, we’re both in this. We’ve both made mistakes…”


    “We’ve both tried to set each other up to be killed,” she admitted.


    “There is that,” he agreed. “But mostly, I think it’d be a bad idea for us to get… you know, involved.”


    Because if anybody found out how much I already care about you, you’d be more of a target than you already are.


    She nodded, then smiled.


    And leaned over, planting one on him.


    He held his hands up, then found himself holding her tightly, pulling her onto his lap like he had on the couch that fateful night they’d gotten together. Now, her lips were like molten silk, and for a second, he was overwhelmed, drowning in the sensation of her. He tangled his fingers in her hair and held her tight.


    After what felt like an eternity—or, conversely, the world’s shortest minute—she pulled back, clambering off him, leaving him breathless and aching and confused.


    “So, if you’re serious about this,” she rasped, “I guess that means that cheap, meaningless sex is also out.”


    He swallowed hard, trying to ignore the fact his body had already gone into launch sequence. “Maybe we shouldn’t be hasty,” he croaked.


    “No, you’re right.” She grinned, then winked at him over her shoulder before strutting her fine ass over to the master bathroom. “Well, then. Daylight’s burning. Let’s get down to business… boss.”


    She shut the door.


    He tugged his fingers through his hair. “Gonna be a long damned year,” he groused.


    But when this year’s over, he thought with a grin, I’ve got your number, Kate O’Hara.


    …


    Later that morning, Kate found herself at the glassy expanse of her new desk.


    She was outfitted in Fiendish Fashion, per Thomas’s request. But despite the dressy nature of the black jacket, she wore a sexy, loose red tank top beneath it, and black cargo pants, replete with pockets. Her black boots were the Fiendish version of Doc Martens, high and laced, with just enough heel to stomp someone. She was wearing her squared black glasses again, too, her red hair pulled into a high ponytail.


    She looked like a cross between Emma Peel and Lara Croft.


    Thomas’s eyes had popped wide when he got a load of her. Her body was still tuned up—and keenly disappointed—but she was grateful that he’d drawn the line. No business mixing with pleasure. Especially not with everything they had going on.


    She thought of Victor and Maggie. And Slim. Her ardor cooled like she’d been dunked in an ice floe.


    Nope. She was done fucking around. She was going to make it through this, help Thomas get his soul back. Get her soul back in the process.


    And just get my life in order.


    For the first time in a long time, she thought she was on the right track.


    Her phone rang, and she answered it. “Kate O’Hara.”


    “Hey, chica.”


    Kate almost dropped the phone. “Prue? Is that you?”


    “Yeah. Can I come up?”


    “Here? To my office?” Kate asked. Then she paused. “I don’t know. Can you?”


    Without turning into something weird and wanting to kill me? she added silently.


    “I think so,” Prue said. “That’s part of what I want to talk to you about, actually.”


    “Sure. I’m on the thirty-second floor… come on up.”


    She paced anxiously until Prue got there. When she did, all Kate wanted to do was hug her best friend, but after their last meeting, decided to be—pardon the pun—prudent.


    Prue looked thinner than usual, and tired. But otherwise, she was wearing her usual—a batik halter top and some embroidered jeans with Japanese cotton print edging on the hems. Despite the fatigue, she still managed to look like a runway model.


    Yagi accompanied her, to Kate’s surprise. “Thanks for showing me the way, Yagi-san,” Prue said.


    Yagi smiled, executing a graceful bow, even as he stared at Prue like a starving man at a Krispy Kreme with the Hot sign on. “It was my pleasure,” he said, all but purring.


    Kate, having seen this reaction to Prue before, rolled her eyes.


    Prue ignored him—or tried to. She took a step toward Kate, only to have Yagi step in front of her.


    “Please remember, if you have any questions whatsoever about Fiendish, or… what we discussed earlier,” he said smoothly. “Or if perhaps you are available for dinner—”


    Prue did the black-woman-head-slide thing, shot him an are you serious? glare, then held up a hand. “Ninja, please.”


    He sighed, then nodded, bowed again, and left.


    “Wow. Obvious much?” Kate leaned against her desk, crossing her ankles and smirking. “Swear to God, Prue, you get more play than an Xbox.”


    “That one? Puh-leese,” Prue said, shooting a quick glance at the ceiling. “I wouldn’t screw him with your hoo-hah.”


    Kate grinned, and for a second, it was like nothing had changed between them.


    Then Prue’s expression went tense, and she sighed.


    “Seriously… is this okay?” Kate asked tentatively. “You don’t want to, um, kill me or anything, do you?”


    “No,” Prue said slowly, but Kate sensed the hesitation. “Nan Temper made me a charm. And your buddy Yagi gave me a few pointers last night, when I met him.” She paused. “He’s… like me, it turns out.”


    “What, Japanese?” Kate snorted. “There’s a shocker.”


    “No, dummy,” Prue said, but her smile was easier, more relaxed. “He’s onimyoji. And, um, kitsune.”


    “What’s that?”


    “That,” Prue said, “is a long story.” She paused. “Which I’ll tell you. Over coffee.”


    Kate brightened. “Starbucks?”


    “Don’t push it,” Prue muttered.


    Kate laughed, grabbing her messenger bag. “I’m glad you came back, Prue. I missed you.”


    “Missed you too, chica.” Prue waited, and they headed for the elevator. “And I hate what you’re into, but I’m not going to let you figure your way out of it alone.”


    Kate felt her chest warm.


    “You sure you’ll stay working here while you do it, though?” Prue asked with distaste. “It’s so… corporate.”


    Kate thought of Slim, and the Basement Boys. Thought about everything she’d been through.


    Then she thought about Thomas.


    And smiled.


    “What the hell,” Kate said, hitting the button for the lobby. “It’s a living.”
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